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Preface 


Dear Reader: 

The people you will meet in these pages illustrate the richness and 
variety of human history over the past five centuries. The person- 
alities range from a Portuguese adventurer. Prince Henry, to a 
twentieth-century Russian physicist and political activist, Andrei 
Sakharov. One explored the oceanic frontiers; the other worked on 
the frontiers of modern physics. If history is the study of the 
human beings who make it. Personalities and Problems is an intro- 
duction to world civilizations which focuses upon some of the 
most interesting men and women which the written records of 
these civilizations allow us to meet. This book assumes no previ- 
ous knowledge of history; it does assume that the lives of exciting 
people have a certain magic which captures our attention across 
the boundaries of space and time. 

But most of you know that history is more (sometimes less) 
than the study of interesting people. If all the interesting historical 
figures were included in our history texts, the books would be too 
large to carry, much less read. The people we choose to include in 
our histories must also be considered memorable or important — by 
someone. Whether great in the traditional textbook sense of the 
term or not, each of these personalities was included in this work 
because I found them interesting and thought their lives could help 
you better understand some of the issues which historians and 
other scholars have struggled with in their teaching, research, and 
writing. Before you can assess their importance for yourselves, it 
will be helpful for you to begin to classify or organize them. 
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Eleven of the people you will meet in these pages were rulers 
or political leaders — people such as Otto von Bismarck, Ito Hi- 
robumi, Tecumseh, Elizabeth I, Akbar, M. K. Gandhi, and Ho Chi 
Minh. Another seven were primarily intellectuals (writers, thinkers, 
religious leaders); this list includes Martin Luther, Desiderius Eras- 
mus, Francis Bacon, Galileo Galilei, Nicholas Condorcet, George 
Sand, and Harriet Beecher Stowe. You will also meet several ex- 
plorers, two World War I soldiers, and two modern scientists. 

Putting people in such broad categories is, of course, only one 
way to describe them — and not necessarily the best way. For one 
thing, in history as in life, people have a way of breaking through 
our neat categories. Gandhi was a political leader who tried to exert 
a profound influence on the religious life of his people. Andrei 
Sakharov will be remembered at least as much for his political 
views as for his creation of the H-bomb. And most of those we call 
intellectuals were memorable precisely because they were con- 
cerned with religious, political, and social /cultural issues (Harriet 
Beecher Stowe's work falls into all three categories). In a larger 
sense, this book is interdisciplinary; its author is committed to the 
idea that, whatever lines we might draw between subjects in 
schools, we cannot understand human beings adequately if we sep- 
arate their political behavior from their religious beliefs, their social 
position, or their economic concerns. 

A second way of classifying people is to ask about the nature 
and extent of the impact they made on their society. Some, like Otto 
von Bismarck and Golda Meir, were important because they re- 
flected in their actions the dominant values of their society. Others, 
such as Luther and Sakharov, were significant because they chal- 
lenged those dominant values. Occasionally, we find people who 
both reflected the beliefs of their time and place and tried to change 
the way people think about the world. Chinese mariner Zheng He 
did not change the direction of Chinese history in the fifteenth cen- 
tury, but his voyages of exploration offer a fascinating look at what 
might have been. His counterpart, Prince Henry of Portugal, both 
reflected European attitudes toward overseas exploration, and, by 
his work, helped Europeans become even more outward-looking. 
People such as Erasmus and Stowe challenged people in their re- 
spective societies to live up to the standards they professed. 
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These are only two ways of classifying the personalities in 
world history. As you read these essays, I invite you to devise some 
of your own. Your determination of what makes an individual a 
success or a failure, admirable or deplorable, will be based upon 
your personal values. I ask only that you also consider the times in 
which these individuals lived and the problems they faced. If you 
consider both their problems and the values they brought to bear in 
trying to solve them, you will begin the process of thinking histori- 
cally. You will become historically minded. 

To help you with this task, all of these personalities are pre- 
sented to you in relation to a particular issue or issues which they 
had to face or which their careers raise for us — as thoughtful citi- 
zens of an increasingly interdependent world. These issues — noted 
by the questions which begin each essay — include such things as 
the role of religion as a social force, the problems faced by females 
in male-dominated societies, and the relative importance of money 
and personality when one is appealing to voters. Each personality 
is also paired with a contemporary who had to face a similar prob- 
lem or deal with a similar issue, either in the same civilization or 
country or in another one. These pairings are often cross-cultural 
and should help you understand that human problems really do 
transcend the boundaries of race, creed, and nation. When we begin 
to see that individuals as different as German Otto von Bismarck 
and Japanese Ito Hirobumi had to face similar problems in con- 
structing a modern government, we can appreciate the fact that our 
history is world history and not only a history of individual nations 
or even civilizations. 

Historical greatness, then, is not just a matter of how talented 
we are (or how lucky) but also a matter of when and where we live. 
History helps make us as surely as we help make history. If this 
book challenges you to think about just how and why this happens, 
it will have served its purpose. 

Because this book does not assume any prior knowledge of his- 
tory, or even prior college-level work, I use brackets [] to define 
terms which might be unfamiliar to a beginning student. You also 
should know that each chapter is designed to stand independently; 
chapters need not be read in order. You can start at any point and 
read in either direction, after checking with your teacher, of course! 
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This second edition of Personalities and Problems has been en- 
larged and altered in direct response to teachers who used the first 
edition and suggested the addition of Akbar and Elizabeth, Bacon 
and Galileo, Hitler and Stalin, and Chimwere and York. To save 
space, two chapters which appeared in the first edition, "Graves 
and Hemingway" and "Hearst and Hugenberg," have been re- 
moved from the text but placed on the McGraw-Hill Website at 
[www.mhhe.com] for those teachers who might wish to download 
them. The new chapters in this edition will give you a look at more 
of the "big names" in European history than was the case in the 
first edition. In addition, the new chapter on World War I contains 
hitherto unpublished information on an interesting African soldier. 
Beyond this, all chapters have been corrected and new information 
added where appropriate. As in the first edition, I invite readers to 
suggest people who might be included or omitted. Your comments 
have been taken seriously, and will be again, should this work ap- 
pear in a third edition. 

In addition to all those colleagues and students whom I 
thanked in the first edition, I would like to add all the faculty mem- 
bers in the Department of History, especially Marcia Vaughan and 
Ted Belue, whose names were omitted in the first edition. For this 
edition, I am grateful to Scott Bailey, whose hard work as my grad- 
uate assistant made the job of revision easier. I would also like to 
thank the reviewers of the first edition whose comments helped 
shape this second edition: Robert Blackey, California State Univer- 
sity, San Bernardino; Myles L. Clowers, San Diego City College; 
Nancy Erickson, Erskine College; Norman O. Forness, Gettysburg 
College; Paul E. Gill, Shippensburg University; David Grier, Ersk- 
ine College; Dane Kennedy, University of Nebraska, Lincoln; Fred 
Nielsen, University of Nebraska, Omaha; Melvin E. Page, East Ten- 
nessee University; Jon Stauff, Saint Ambrose University; and Steven 
F. White, Mount Saint Mary's College. My thanks as well to the fine 
librarians at both Murray State and the Hesburgh Library at the 
University of Notre Dame, where I have been privileged to work 
the past several summers. Leslye Jackson, Amy Mack and Katie 
Mulligan at McGraw-Hill have been very supportive and helpful in 
suggesting revisions, in surveying users of the first edition, and in 
helping with last minute improvements. Any errors which remain 
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after all this help can only be due to my own carelessness or stub- 
bornness — and all those mentioned above should be absolved of 
any errors and credited with trying to save me from myself. We all 
join, however, in hoping that this work offers you pleasant reading, 
new insights into the past, and intellectual excitement. 


Sincerely, 



Department of History 
Murray State University 
Murray, KY 42071 



CHAPTER 1 


Prince Henry and Zheng He: 
Sailing South 


How do the structures and values of a society affect the way people 
view economic and political expansion and contact with other 
cultures? 

It somehow doesn't seem fair. Prince Henry of Portugal 
(1394-1460), who was land-bound, is known to history as Henry 
the Navigator, while Chinese admiral Zheng He (ca. 1371-1433), 
who commanded fleets with hundreds of ships, is remembered as a 
eunuch [castrated male], if at all. Of course, Henry's personal abil- 
ity to navigate — if he had any — is not what made his life signifi- 
cant. Zheng He's condition as a eunuch did not affect his ability to 
lead men or manage fleets. Each man is remembered as he is be- 
cause of the conditions and values of his society. These conditions 
and values helped to determine how the Chinese and Portuguese 
reacted to the voyages of their remarkable explorers. 

Between 1405 and 1433, the emperors of the Ming dynasty 
(1368-1644) created a fleet and ordered it to make seven expedi- 
tions into the "Great Western Sea," or Indian Ocean. The man se- 
lected to command these voyages, the most ambitious in Chinese 
history, was born Ma He, a member of a Muslim family of Mongol 
descent in the province of Yunan. When the first Ming emperor in- 
corporated this Mongol province into his empire in 1381, Ma He 
was captured, castrated, and taken to the imperial capital of Nan- 
jing, probably to serve as a harem guard. At age twenty, Ma He 
entered the service of the royal prince, Zhu Di, and very soon dis- 
tinguished himself as a junior officer in a civil war that brought a 
new emperor to power. In 1404, after he became the new Yongle 
emperor (reigned 1403-1424), Zhu Di promoted Ma He to the posi- 
tion of superintendent of the office of eunuchs and honored him 
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with the Chinese surname Zheng. The new head eunuch was de- 
scribed as tall and handsome, with "glaring eyes, teeth as white as 
well-shaped shells, and a voice as loud as a huge bell." He was a 
man who "walks like a tiger and talks in a commanding voice." 1 

It was this commanding figure whom the emperor chose to lead 
his new fleet. In this role, Zheng He's task proved enormous; he was 
to undertake seven voyages, each of which lasted nearly two years. 
On his first voyage, in 1405-1407, he commanded twenty-eight thou- 
sand men on 317 ships, many of them large "treasure ships" 400 feet 
long and 160 feet wide. By contrast, Columbus "discovered" Amer- 
ica 85 years later with 120 men and a fleet of three ships, one of 
which was 75 feet long. Zheng He's first expedition traveled to India, 
with stops at Java and Ceylon. The fourth expedition, in 1413-1415, 
reached Aden and Hormuz on the Persian Gulf, and on the seventh 
expedition, in 1431-1433, the Chinese sent a small group to visit 
Mecca; they also touched the east coast of Africa as far south as Ma- 
lindi near the modem state of Kenya. At each stop, Zheng He pre- 
sented lavish gifts to the local rulers from "their" emperor and 
recorded information about interesting customs and creatures he en- 
countered. An "Overall Survey of the Ocean's Shores Annotated" 
was written by Zheng He's fellow Muslim, Ma Huan; it was based 
on a diary that Ma Huan kept during several voyages. 2 Ma Huan's 
book shows the great interest the Chinese took in the dress, food, lan- 
guage, marriage and death rituals, and flora and fauna of the coun- 
tries they visited. According to most modern historians of China, 
however, anthropological research was not the primary purpose of 
these costly trips. 

There were a number of reasons the court of the Son of Heaven 
initiated these voyages, discounting for the moment the exuberance 
of a young ruler and a natural curiosity about his neighbors to the 
south and west. To consolidate his power won in a civil war, the 
emperor decided to send what the Chinese called tribute missions 
to all neighboring countries to set up diplomatic and economic ex- 
changes. Owing to their advanced civilization, the Chinese, like 
other people before and since, believed that all other cultures were 
inferior and that, once foreigners became familiar with Chinese cul- 
ture, they would realize it was the source of all wisdom and politi- 
cal power. While some representatives of foreign states felt the Chi- 
nese claim was unwarranted, many kowtowed (bowed) before the 
emperor because they either regarded it as appropriate or because 
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it enabled them to establish trade relations with the Chinese. Zheng 
He's voyages, then, were part of the Yongle emperor's effort to 
demonstrate his own power. Perhaps more important was his de- 
sire to bring money into the imperial treasury by expanding foreign 
trade. The voyages were also designed in part to curb Japanese 
piracy along the eastern coast of China, to check on possible Mon- 
gol activity in western Asia, to search for needed medicinal herbs 
and spices, and to overawe a few "barbarians." 

Zheng He accomplished these aims in visits to at least thirty- 
seven countries, many more than once. At the end of his fourth 
voyage, in 1415, he brought back the envoys of thirty states to do 
homage to the Chinese emperor. 3 He also brought back a giraffe 
and a zebra to astonish the court; this latter creature, whose Swahili 
name sounded similar to the Chinese word for unicorn, was cele- 
brated at court as a good omen for the dynasty and as an "emblem 
of Perfect Virtue, Perfect Government and Perfect Harmony in the 
Empire and in the Universe." 4 Zheng He's work had clearly 
boosted Ming prestige, as well as increased Chinese trade with 
south and west Asia. 

Therefore, from a Western perspective, it is surprising that Chi- 
nese overseas voyages were abruptly halted at the end of the sev- 
enth voyage, in 1435, and were never resumed. Zheng He himself 
had died on this last voyage and was buried at sea. The exact date 
of his death, like that of his birth, is uncertain. After this, the Chi- 
nese went back to fighting nomads on the northern land frontier, 
something they had done for centuries. Japanese pirates soon reap- 
peared along the southern coast. Zheng He's name lived on as the 
name of a Buddhist temple in Thailand and as the name of a well in 
Malacca. 5 In China, however, Zheng He and his travels to the 
"Western Ocean" were soon forgotten. A generation after his last 
voyage, an official in the Ministry of Defense even burned the log 
books of the expedition, whether deliberately or by accident, 
whether at the command of the emperor or on his own, no one 
seems to know. By 1500, it had become a capital offense to even 
build a boat of more than two masts, and in 1525 an edict ordered 
the destruction of all remaining ocean-going vessels. "In less than a 
hundred years the greatest navy the world had ever known had or- 
dered itself into extinction." 6 

We do know that a far different fate awaited the work of Prince 
Henry of Portugal, a man who became a legend in European history. 
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Born in 1394 as the third son of King John I and Queen Philippa of 
Portugal, Henry became famous as the man whose sailors explored 
the west coast of Africa during the first half of the fifteenth century. 
Every grade school student knows that, without the pioneering ex- 
plorations of Prince Henry the Navigator, Bartholomeu Dias would 
not have been able to round the Cape of Good Hope in 1487-1488, 
Vasco da Gama would not have sailed to India and back in 
1497-1499, and Columbus would not have sought a sea route to the 
Indies in 1492. 

Although he never personally navigated any ships south, 
Henry did make it his life's work to send out ship after ship from 
his rocky outpost of Sagres on the Atlantic coast of Portugal. Henry 
either outfitted the ships himself or granted a license to private cap- 
tains who would repay him with a fifth of everything valuable they 
brought back. In the early years, when his ships were hugging the 
African desert lands, Henry usually spent far more than he earned. 
Although his ships were much smaller than those of Zheng He, 
Henry's record was impressive for his time and place. Men work- 
ing under his direction settled in the Madeiras and discovered and 
settled the Azores and some of the Cape Verde Islands. In 1434, Gil 
Eanes finally sailed beyond Cape Bojador on the west coast of 
Africa after Portuguese sailors had refused or been unable to do so 
on fourteen earlier trips. Many men feared sailing too far south. 
Current rumors included the belief that anyone passing Cape Bo- 
jador would turn black, that the sea boiled in the tropics, and that 
the sun's rays descended in the form of liquid fire as you ap- 
proached the equator. Once the Portuguese passed Cape Bojador, a 
barrier more psychological than physical had been breached. 

The Portuguese caravels [light, fast, maneuverable ships that 
could be sailed inshore] continued their journeys south in the late 
1430s and 1440s. Alfonzo Goncalves Baldaia went 300 miles beyond 
Bojador in 1435, and in 1441 Nuno Tristao went down as far as 
Cape Blanco, halfway between Sagres and the equator. It was in 
this decade that Cape Verde was rounded, although it was not until 
the year of Prince Henry's death in 1460 that Pedro de Sintra 
reached Sierra Leone. In the early years, Henry constantly had to 
urge his sailors "to go back and go further." It was easier and more 
profitable to pirate Muslim vessels in the north than it was to take 
the more fearful route southwest along the barren desert coast. 
However, after several blacks were brought back to Portugal as 
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slaves in 1441, the number and willingness of Henry's sailors grew. 
The slave trade and African exploration became intertwined, and 
Henry built the first European trading post used for slaves on Ar- 
guin Island in 1448. 

While Prince Henry did not set out to secure slaves, the new 
trade in human beings did not trouble him greatly. Slaves had souls 
that could be saved, and that appealed to Henry as much as did the 
selling and "civilizing" of them. Unlike his Chinese counterpart, 
whose voyages had no religious aims at all, Henry had a strong de- 
sire to spread his faith and fight the infidel Moors [Muslims in 
northwest Africa]. Zheng He, a Muslim, made no attempt to offend 
the religiosity of those he encountered. Personally, he offered sacri- 
fices to a Chinese sea goddess before each voyage, but, on a tablet 
he placed in Ceylon in 1409 with inscriptions in Chinese, Persian, 
and Tamil, he offered thanks to Buddha, Allah, and the Hindu god 
Vishnu — all of whom were worshipped on that island. Writing 
such an "ecumenical" inscription would have been literally un- 
thinkable to Henry of Portugal. Indeed, his early interest in West 
African exploration was stimulated by the Portuguese conquest of 
the Muslim city of Ceuta on the North African coast in 1415; in 
1437, Henry and his brother Fernando unsuccessfully attacked the 
city of Tangier, near Ceuta in Muslim Morocco. 

The word crusader has medieval associations that contrast with 
our image of Henry as one of the first modern explorers, but the 
objectives of Henry the Navigator make him a crusader in the typi- 
cal Iberian fashion. A major objective of his African expeditions 
was to "get behind," or outflank, the Moors by sea. Like other me- 
dieval Christians, he had heard about the legendary Prester John, a 
Christian king in Africa somewhere south of the Sahara. If the Por- 
tuguese could reach Guinea, as they called black western Africa, 
they might be able to find an ally who could attack the infidel 
Muslims from the south. His desire to secure military allies con- 
trasts with that of Zheng He, who sought only a formal acknowl- 
edgment of Chinese sovereignty, trade in rare goods, and political 
and nautical information. 

Although his explorations failed to secure Henry's military and 
diplomatic objectives against the Moors, they provided new geo- 
graphical knowledge that improved future map-making and en- 
couraged further Portuguese exploration. They also allowed him to 
promote trade and increase Portugal's political power at Spain's 
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expense by controlling many Atlantic islands. In sum, Henry the 
Navigator's program mixed religion with politics in a way de- 
signed to appeal to the various components of Portuguese society. 
His brother. King Duarte I, supported Henry's work by granting 
him several royal monopolies. These gave him a fifth of everything 
of value brought back from south of Cape Bojador and made him 
the "landlord" of the Madeiras, the Azores, and Cape Verde. 
Henry also held the monopoly on all fishing and coral gathering 
along the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts of Portugal and re- 
ceived all fees paid by fishermen to fish in these areas. He was re- 
puted to be the "richest man in Portugal" after the king, but he 
probably died in debt because of the money he spent on explo- 
ration. The Portuguese merchants supported Henry's work be- 
cause of the potential profits to be gained from exploration and the 
slave trade. Even Portuguese pirates were pleased by the opportu- 
nity his work gave them to raid and plunder under the cover of 
"exploring." The Catholic Church supported Henry's missionary 
efforts to convert the heathen and fight the infidel, and the aristoc- 
racy generally liked both the idea of crusading and the idea of in- 
creasing Portuguese power. The loyal peasants, we must assume, 
enjoyed Portuguese greatness vicariously, as most peasants in most 
places enjoy most forms of greatness. 

Because of the broad-based support for Henry's work that ex- 
isted within Portuguese society, he did not need to be a navigator. 
One modern historian, critical of the myth of Henry as a nautical 
genius who ran a "school" for geographers and sailors at Sagres, 
put the matter quite simply: "Henry harnessed his own talents and 
energies to those of his family and country. He did not need to in- 
vent ships, train sailors, educate pilots or give courage to his men. 
He found all these at his command. What he needed to do, and 
what he did, was to give focus to Portuguese energies ." 7 

It was perhaps this as much as anything — the energies already 
there — that made the voyages organized by Prince Henry of Portu- 
gal the start of the "age of discovery and exploration" that we read 
about in our texts, while those of Zheng He, the Ming admiral, re- 
mained "mere exploits ." 8 We should not forget the interesting simi- 
larities between Henry and Zheng He. Both sought power for their 
respective rulers, though in different ways. While neither favored 
outright conquest of the lands he explored, both found the idea of 
economic domination by the "mother country" acceptable. Both 
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had sailing vessels suitable for long ocean voyages. Yet Henry's 
voyages marked a beginning and those of Zheng He an ending of 
maritime activity. Why? 

One reason this question is so intriguing is that we have the 
benefit of hindsight. We know what came of the voyages of Prince 
Henry. We know how, in the words of one of his biographers, "he 
set a nation's steps upon a path that led to the world's end." 9 And 
we know as well what happened to China — and we wonder what 
might have happened. Chinese vessels were not only larger but 
also technically superior to Western ones. Chinese sailors had the 
magnetic compass in the eleventh century, perhaps two centuries 
before their European counterparts. They also had watertight stor- 
age compartments and a "balanced rudder" that could be raised 
and lowered, creating greater stability. Europeans had neither of 
these until the late eighteenth century. 10 Given all this, it would not 
have been difficult for the Chinese to have dominated all of South- 
east Asia, portions of India, and perhaps even the east coast of 
Africa. 11 There was already a substantial overseas Chinese popula- 
tion in Southeast Asia, and it showed every prospect of growing 
when the voyages were ended. If the Chinese had followed up on 
the voyages of Zheng He, what would the world be like today? 
They did not do this, of course. Instead, China began to suffer from 
the intrusions of European sailors as early as the sixteenth century, 
just a century after Zheng He's voyages. China became prey to the 
West by 1850; it might have been Europe's strongest competitor. So 
much for speculation. What is certain is that the very structure of 
Chinese society in the fifteenth century made it difficult for Zheng 
He to be the pioneer that Henry was, even assuming that he 
wanted to be such a pioneer. Zheng He was a skilled administrator, 
diplomat, and seaman, but he was, above all, a servant of his em- 
peror. His advancement in society depended on the emperor, not 
on any skills he might possess. There was little place in Ming soci- 
ety for a private or an independent entrepreneur [risk-taking capi- 
talist]. Trade was a government monopoly. The Son of Heaven 
employed servants such as Zheng He to do his will; he would 
never "contract out" exploration, as the Portuguese king did. 

There were also clear anti-commercial and anti-foreign biases 
in Chinese society during this time. The government got its money 
from taxes on land, not from taxing private traders and merchants. 
In addition, farming was considered more virtuous than business 
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(as it was in medieval Europe until about this same time). Both 
Confucian and Christian ideologies glorified those who worked the 
land over those who soiled their hands with money. In the West, 
however, the diversity of states and their competition with each 
other, as well as the perceived need for outside goods "from the 
East," stimulated the rise of capitalist towns and trade after 1150. 
The crusades of this century also helped break down traditional bi- 
ases against commerce in Europe. China was more self-sufficient 
and, thus, faced no real pressure to change the traditional attitude 
toward either trade or outsiders. Besides, some Confucian scholars 
felt that the very idea that China needed anything that was else- 
where, even medicinal herbs from Sumatra or Arabia, was itself de- 
meaning. 12 The inhabitants of the Middle Kingdom (Ma Huan's 
translator calls it "the Central Country") did not look down upon 
outsiders because they were genetically programmed to do so; they 
did it because they could afford to; they did have a more prosper- 
ous country than their neighbors in the fifteenth century. Therefore, 
it is logical that the Chinese would simply view sea power as less 
important than maintaining a strong land army. It was. The chief 
threat to fifteenth-century China came from the northern barbar- 
ians; they, not Japanese or Malayan pirates, were to overrun the 
country in the seventeenth century. All this means that both the 
Chinese and the Portuguese were quite sensible in choosing the 
course of action they did. There is nothing in the records, meager as 
they are, to suggest that Zheng He himself dreamed of a Chinese 
maritime empire. He may have, just as Henry may have wondered 
once or twice whether sailing down the coast of Africa would really 
defeat the Moors. Neither of these men of action spent much time 
pondering the consequences of his actions for future generations. 
That pondering they left to us. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Erasmus and Luther: 
The Reformer's Dilemma 


To what extent is it possible to reform an institution from within? 
What intellectual and personal qualities cause some people to be more 
radical than others, and what are the implications of such differences 
in history? 

During the last two centuries of the European Middle Ages 
(1300-1500 c.e.), people took religion more seriously than most of 
us can imagine. Best-selling books of the day "gave instructions, 
not on how to pay income tax, but on how to escape Hell." 1 This 
world, into which Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) and Martin 
Luther (1483-1546) were born, was one in which both Heaven and 
Hell seemed much closer to people than they do today. One reason 
was that life was shorter and more precarious for most people than 
it is for us. 

Men and women heard stories of the Black Death, a plague 
which had carried off one-third of the population in many parts of 
Europe in 1348-1349 and which occasionally reappeared. They also 
knew wars and famines that periodically swept through the coun- 
tryside. Persons in the upper classes knew that princes and mer- 
chants gained and lost fortunes during these years as men fought to 
get their share of the new wealth coming from the East. The Christ- 
ian church, too, had to respond to this change and uncertainty. No 
longer as politically powerful as it had been in the thirteenth cen- 
tury, the church could no longer dominate kings and princes as it 
once had. And it could do little to control the plague or the econ- 
omy. It could, however, take advantage of the longing for salvation 
which possessed many people when Erasmus and Luther were 
growing up. 
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While Christian leaders found it difficult to explain why God 
had sent disease to bedevil men and women, they continued to 
comfort people with various forms of external piety to make them 
feel closer to God as they faced death from plagues, wars, and 
famines. Medieval Christians could assure themselves of God's 
favor (grace) and keep themselves in a "state of grace" (the oppo- 
site of a "state of sin") by undertaking any number of good actions, 
most of which cost time, money, or both. Clergymen encouraged 
the faithful to go on pilgrimages to holy places, usually shrines of 
saints, such as that of Thomas Becket in Canterbury. Some princes 
and bishops also collected relics, usually portions of the bones or 
clothing of saintly people, which they were willing to allow people 
to view for a price. People could also pay a priest to say Masses for 
the salvation of their souls. Finally, one could receive an "indul- 
gence," the remission of punishment for past sins, in exchange for 
specified prayers and/or an offering of money to support a good 
cause. Indulgences could help a person escape all punishment for 
sins (in Purgatory) and go straight to Heaven after he or she died. 

All these good works gave some comfort to those desperate for 
tangible evidence of earned "grace." They also helped enrich the in- 
stitutional church which had control of their distribution. This 
"good works" theology, and the political power of the institutional 
church which lay behind it, offended the spiritual sensitivities of 
men like Erasmus and Luther who saw Christianity as a matter of 
inner devotion to Christ, and not primarily a matter of good works. 
These men, along with others, believed the church sorely needed 
reform. 

And it was reform of the church which they accomplished, 
though hardly in the way either preferred or imagined. Martin 
Luther sparked the famous sixteenth-century Reformation in 1517, 
when he wrote his famous list of "Ninety-five Theses," explaining 
errors in the church's policy on indulgences as preached by German 
Dominican priest Johan Tetzel. In this statement, Luther asserted 
that God's free grace and not human works was responsible for our 
salvation. Luther was influenced by others, among them Desiderius 
Erasmus, a Christian humanist who suggested that true religion was 
much simpler and more scriptural than the official church seemed to 
believe. After 1516, Luther prepared his university lectures and ser- 
mons using a copy of the Greek New Testament edited by Erasmus, 
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whom he admired. After the Reformation began to divide most of 
Europe politically and religiously by the mid-1520s, it was said that 
"Erasmus laid the egg that Luther hatched," meaning that Luther 
was merely taking to their logical conclusion some of the ideas of 
Erasmus. Erasmus denied this and, despite his early defense of 
Luther and his ideas, refused to reject the Roman Church. Luther, by 
contrast, was excommunicated by the pope in 1520 and, in an act of 
public defiance, burned the letter of excommunication. 

Both Erasmus and Luther were men who wished to improve 
the institutional church and the spiritual lives of its members. Their 
disagreements with each other — Erasmus deplored Luther's "vio- 
lence" and the "tragedy" of a divided Christendom, while Luther 
denounced Erasmus as a coward and pagan who did not really un- 
derstand Scripture after all — highlight the reformer's dilemma. Is it 
better to seek change from within an institution, even if you are 
likely to get less change that way? Or is it better to act boldly and 
accept the risk of getting kicked out, as Luther was willing to do by 
1520, in order to preserve your integrity and the opportunity to 
make more significant reforms? Is it better to promote greater 
change for fewer people, or less change for more people? Luther 
chose the first option, Erasmus the second. Their personal histories 
help explain their decisions. 

By his own account, Erasmus of Rotterdam was born the bas- 
tard child of a priest on October 27, 1466. 2 Despite the circum- 
stances of his birth, his parents cared for him well until their deaths 
from the plague when he was about fourteen. During his early 
years, Erasmus received a humanistic education at a monastic 
school in the Netherlands which stressed inward spirituality and 
devotion to Christ more than doctrine or dogma. This emphasis 
would remain a part of Erasmus' "Christian philosophy" through- 
out his life. 3 

Erasmus entered an Augustinian monastery at Steyn in 1487. 
Later he claimed he was ill with fever at the time and was 
"duped" into believing he could seriously pursue scholarship in 
the monastery. Erasmus took the religious vows of poverty, 
chastity, and obedience and was ordained a priest in 1492. He took 
the first opportunity, however, to leave the monastery, worked as 
secretary to the bishop of Cambrai for several years, and in 1495 
began work on a doctor's degree in theology at the University of 


14 chapter two: Erasmus and Luther: The Reformer's Dilemma 


Paris. 4 While in Paris, Erasmus found, as Luther did later, that he 
disliked the irrelevant "how-many-angels-can-sit-on-the-head-of- 
a-pin" sort of questions that preoccupied many medieval theolo- 
gians. He did find himself attracted to the study of the ancient 
Greek and Roman virtues promoted by a group known as human- 
ists. These scholars were part of the intellectual movement known 
as the Renaissance, one which revived interest in classical learning 
in Europe between 1300 and 1700. During his student years in 
Paris and a visit in 1499 to England, where he met famous Renais- 
sance humanists John Colet and Thomas More, Erasmus evolved a 
synthesis of classical virtue and Christian piety which he felt could 
be used to reform the lives of individual Christians and thereby 
the church itself. From such pagan authors as Cicero he took the 
virtues of humanitas (love of humankind based on a belief in the 
dignity of the human being as a rational creature) and concordia 
(a rational harmonizing of conflicting viewpoints). From Christian 
writers such as Jerome and from Scripture, Erasmus took the 
virtues of compassion, patience, forgiveness, humility, and love. 5 

Armed with his new convictions about the relationship be- 
tween holiness and "good letters," or scholarship, Erasmus began 
to promote his beliefs. In an early work. The Handbook of the Christ- 
ian Soldier, written in 1501, Erasmus argued that accurate knowl- 
edge of Scripture was extremely important to a Christian and that 
religion was primarily a matter of inward devotions, love of God 
and neighbor. In his witty, direct, but abrasive style, Erasmus 
wrote: 

You venerate saints; you are glad to touch their relics. But you 
condemn what good they have left, namely the example of a pure 
life. . . . You wish to deserve well of Peter and Paul? Imitate the 
faith of one, the charity of the other — and you will ... do more 
than if you were to dash back and forth to Rome ten times. . . . 6 

To make the new learning possible for more Christians, Eras- 
mus spent several years learning Greek in order to construct an im- 
proved edition of the New Testament from available manuscripts. 
This work, published in 1516, included a preface in which he wrote 
enthusiastically about his hope that someday God's word would be 
available to all. Christ's teachings were simple enough, he believed, 
that all men and women should have access to them in their own 
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languages. "We embellish a wooden or stone statue with gems and 
gold for the love of Christ. Why not, rather, mark with gold and 
gems . . . these writings which bring Christ to us so much more ef- 
fectively than any paltry image?" 7 

While some considered these judgments of Erasmus, by now a 
famous scholar, irreverent and perhaps even heretical, his attacks 
on the misuse of power by church men, their exaggeration of the 
trivial, and their ignorance, were continuous and very deliberate. In 
his commentary on the New Testament, he occasionally stretched a 
point to make the text apply "to the familiar targets of his criticism, 
the corruption of the clergy, the ignorance of the theologians . . . 
empty ceremonies, vows, penance, relics, and monasticism." Per- 
haps even more subversive was a satire which Erasmus wrote 
anonymously in 1513, Julius Exclusus. In this work, the warrior- 
pope Julius II is excluded from Heaven by St. Peter because, instead 
of teaching "true doctrine," he has made the church "splendid with 
regal palaces, splendid horses and mules, troops of servants, 
armies, officers . . . glamorous prostitutes and obsequious pimps." 8 

Given the tone of many of Erasmus' criticisms of the church, it 
is not surprising that people would expect the Dutch humanist to 
be an early and enthusiastic supporter of German reformer Martin 
Luther, since Luther and Erasmus criticized many of the same 
abuses. Such was not the case. From the beginning, Erasmus' sup- 
port of Luther was hesitant and qualified; it soon turned to bitter 
disappointment. To understand why this happened we must un- 
derstand that Luther's attack on the church came from a theologi- 
cal rather than a humanistic direction. "Erasmus was concerned 
about ignorance, Luther about sin," one author wrote. 9 The fact 
that Luther changed forever the religious map of Europe shows 
which of the two concerns most sixteenth-century believers took 
more seriously. 

Not only sin, but life itself, was serious for the Saxon mining 
family into which Luther was born in 1483. His parents were strict 
and his early religious training a mixture of traditional piety and 
half-pagan beliefs in gnomes, fairies, sprites, and witches. 10 Like 
Erasmus, Luther had a sensitive soul but grew up in a far less cos- 
mopolitan environment. Perhaps it was to be expected that the 
young Luther, despite acquiring great learning in his later years, 
would spend many years seeking to be certain he was worthy of 
salvation. 
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For more than fifteen years, Martin Luther sought that certainty 
of salvation by living as an Augustinian monk, a priest and a 
teacher in the Saxon towns of Erfurt and Wittenberg. Luther was 
bright and energetic as well as earnest; he advanced far more 
rapidly than most after entering the cloister [monastic house] in Er- 
furt in the summer of 1505. Two years later, he was ordained a 
priest, and five years after that, in 1512, he was made a Doctor of 
Theology, an honor usually given only those in their forties or 
older. By this time, Luther was professor of Bible at the University 
of Wittenberg. One of his regular responsibilities was to preach and 
lecture to his colleagues in the cloister as well as to students. While 
preparing lectures on the Psalms and Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 
Luther experienced his great insight about faith. 

Since he took his faith very seriously, Luther had been troubled 
for years by the feeling that, no matter how hard he tried, no matter 
how carefully he performed his religious duties or confessed his 
sins, God remained angry at him. Luther struggled during these 
years to accept the fact that God did indeed love him. Sometime be- 
tween 1512 and 1517, Luther had a "conversion experience." While 
reading Paul's words in the Epistle to the Romans, "the righteous 
shall live by faith," Luther became convinced that nothing men or 
women can do can earn them salvation. People are saved by "faith 
alone" and not by any good or pious works. 11 This would become a 
central insight of the Protestant Reformation. 

It was this basic insight, and the trust in Scripture which made 
it credible for him, which gave Luther the courage to walk the road 
to Reformation. The first step on this road was the 1517 writing of 
the theses against doctrinal errors associated with the practice of 
granting indulgences. Though hindsight calls this the beginning of 
the Reformation, it was not immediately dramatic. More important 
were the events of the next four years: his debate with theologian 
Johann Eck in 1519 in Leipzig, in which he denied the authority of 
the pope when it conflicted with Scripture; the pope's excommuni- 
cation of him in 1520; and the meeting of the German princes at 
Worms in 1521, at which time he refused to deny his teachings and 
was declared an outlaw. 

In addition, during the year 1520, Luther wrote three essays 
which, taken together, defined the major principles of Protestant, or 
Reformed, Christianity. In his Address to the German Nobility, Luther 
challenged the authority of the Roman pope in particular and the 
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status of the clergy in general; he declared his belief in the priest- 
hood of all believers. In The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, he at- 
tacked the sacraments as, for the most part, good works unjustified 
in Scripture. Eventually, Luther and the Protestants reduced the 
sacraments to two, Baptism and Eucharist (Communion). Finally, 
in The Freedom of the Christian, Luther expressed his belief in salva- 
tion by faith. When the Elector of Saxony, Luther's prince, decided 
to protect him against the agents of the German emperor in 1521, it 
became clear that this theological rift had political overtones which 
might make it far less easy to heal than was apparent in 1517. 

Back in Louvain [today in Belgium but then in the Netherlands] 
Erasmus was beginning to worry. He understood from the begin- 
ning of Luther's attack on indulgences that the German friar shared 
his dislike of external piety. Erasmus, however, disliked Luther's 
wholesale attack on church authority and his often strident lan- 
guage. (Luther called the Roman pope the "whore of Babylon" and 
the Antichrist.) In a letter to Luther in May 1519, Erasmus sug- 
gested that "more can be accomplished by polite restraint than by 
vehemence." He also believed that "it is more advisable to scream 
out against those who abuse papal authority than against the popes 
themselves." To a mutual friend, however, Erasmus expressed his 
general support of Luther. "I pray," he wrote in July 1520, "that the 
supreme and wonderful Christ will so temper Luther's pen that he 
can be of very great profit to evangelical piety. . . . [Among] 
Luther's opponents I see many men who breathe the spirit of the 
world rather than of Christ." 12 

Erasmus' qualified support for Luther from 1519 to 1521 was 
based on their shared dislike of abuses and on the behavior of 
Luther's enemies. Rather than trying to prove Luther wrong from 
Scripture, as he challenged them to do, the Roman officials used 
authority: you cannot possibly be right because we have power 
and tradition on our side; if you do not recant, we will excommuni- 
cate you; we are not interested in the reasons for your position, just 
in whether or not you will stubbornly persist in holding to it. Writ- 
ing to one of Luther's enemies, the Archbishop of Mainz, in 1519, 
Erasmus said that "if [Luther] is innocent, I do not want him 
crushed by a faction of rogues, and if he is in error, I wish him to 
be corrected, not destroyed. This approach agrees better with the 
example of Christ." A year later, in November 1520, Erasmus met 
with Luther's prince, Frederick of Saxony, in Cologne. Frederick 
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had asked for Erasmus' advice on the Luther question prior to the 
meeting with the emperor (Diet of Worms) to be held the following 
spring. Erasmus wrote a list of statements, or axioms, as guidance 
for Frederick. They suggested that the attack on Luther was caused 
"by the hatred of letters" and the "desire for supremacy." Erasmus 
added that those "closest to the Gospel teaching are said to be the 
least offended by Luther"; he noted that "this affair" should "be 
settled by the mature deliberation of serious and impartial men." 13 

But this would not happen. The papal letter condemning Luther 
was so violent that both Luther and Erasmus questioned whether it 
really came from the pope. It had. The declaration of the Diet of 
Worms making Luther an outlaw soon divided the German princes 
into two camps. Even in his 1520 axioms for Frederick, Erasmus had 
written prophetically: "The case is tending toward a greater crisis 
than certain men suppose." In succeeding years, he continued to 
lament the "dangerous dissension" and the "tragedy" of the Luther 
affair. Several times he referred to the "bitter medicine" of Luther, 
which, if swallowed, might produce good health in the church. 14 

For Erasmus, the tragedy rapidly became a personal one. He 
was caught in the middle, with both sides insistently urging him to 
speak out on their behalf. For several years, he continued to write 
critically about abuses in the church but refused to "join" the re- 
formers in Germany or elsewhere because he believed one could 
correct abuses without leaving the Roman church. One did not 
have to attack papal authority, for example, in order to reform 
one's personal religious life in accord with the dictates of Scripture. 
Finally, in 1524, Erasmus did attack Luther's belief that the human 
will was so corrupted that without grace one could not do anything 
meritorious. To Erasmus' Diatribe on the Freedom of the Will, Luther 
responded in 1525 with his On the Enslaved Will. Although both 
men "talked past one another" in this debate, with each guilty of 
misunderstanding or exaggerating the views of the other, the ex- 
change does illustrate the fundamental differences between the two 
reformers. Luther, in one of his extravagant and violent moods 
when he responded to the Dutch humanist, called him "a babbler, a 
skeptic, an Epicurean hog — stupid, hypocritical, and ignorant of 
Scripture." 15 There were clear temperamental differences separat- 
ing these two reformers. Erasmus was a quiet scholar who could 
see nothing to be gained by shouting. Twice during these years, he 
changed residences when the political temperature got too hot. He 
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left Louvain for Basel, Switzerland, in 1521 because of the anti- 
Luther sentiment in Louvain. The tumult of the Reformation in 
Basel drove him from that city in 1529 for five years. "I have seri- 
ously and openly discouraged violence," Erasmus wrote in 1524 to 
his friend and Luther's close associate, Philip Melanchthon. "Even 
if I were an ardent devotee of the papist faction, I would still op- 
pose violence, because that path only leads to more violence." 16 He 
was right, and there is nothing in his life to suggest he was not ab- 
solutely sincere on this point. 

However, there were also more than temperamental differences 
separating Erasmus and Luther — and these Erasmus did not fully 
understand. As early as 1517, after receiving Erasmus' New Testa- 
ment translation, Luther wrote to a colleague that he was suspi- 
cious of Erasmus' love of pagan learning. "I am afraid . . . that he 
does not advance the cause of Christ and grace of God sufficiently," 
Luther wrote. This feeling that Erasmus somehow put knowledge 
above grace continued to bother Luther in later years and shows up 
clearly in the debate on free will. 17 Luther correctly saw the differ- 
ences between himself and Erasmus as theological. In the words of 
Roland Bainton, the biographer of both men, they simply had dif- 
ferent concepts of salvation: "this for Luther consisted in the 
forgiveness of sins by a sheer act of God's grace, for Erasmus in fel- 
lowship with God calling for a human response." 18 

Given this difference, all of Erasmus' talk about Luther's ene- 
mies really being enemies of "good learning," a theme that runs 
through Erasmus' letters, is beside the point. So, too, is Erasmus' 
belief that, if only Luther and the Papists would lower their voices 
and talk reasonably about the self-evident truth of Scripture, the 
differences could be ironed out. Luther could not have done this, 
even if he had been a calmer person less given to abusive lan- 
guage. His God was simply not the one Erasmus worshipped. His 
God was a demanding one, not interested in the rational modera- 
tion stressed by many humanists. In the words of Bainton again, 
"the God of Luther, as of Moses, was the God who inhabits the 
storm clouds and rides on the wings of the wind. At his nod the 
earth trembles, and the people before him are as a drop in the 
bucket. He is a God of majesty and power." 19 It is ironic that de- 
spite his differences with Erasmus, his strong language and clear 
resentment of Roman abuses, Luther did not see himself as a Ger- 
man nationalist and did not really want to divide the church. He 
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called for "repentance and renewal" and was like Erasmus in sim- 
ply wanting people to live virtuous lives based on Scripture. 20 

However, the work of Martin Luther and, after him, John 
Calvin and others, did bring about major changes in the Christian 
church. The Catholic bishops at the Council of Trent (1545-1563) re- 
asserted their basic doctrines and made no attempt to accommo- 
date the ideas of the reformers. Before long, Western Christendom 
was fragmented into hundreds of denominations and sects. At- 
tempts to restore unity in dozens of bloody religious wars failed as 
Catholics and Protestants rejected the muted calls for a measure of 
mutual tolerance. It was common in that day to prove your love of 
God by hatred of your "heretic" or "Papist" neighbor. It is only in 
our own day, a more ecumenical one, that some people have begun 
to better understand the real aims of both Erasmus and Luther and 
ask "what if . . . ?" 

Notes 

1. Roland H. Bainton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1950), 29. 

2. Desiderius Erasmus, Christian Humanism and the Reformation: Selected 
Writings, ed. John C. Olin (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), 23-25. 

3. Ibid.; Roland H. Bainton, Erasmus of Christendom (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1969), 8-11. 

4. Erasmus, Christian Humanism, 26-27; J. Kelley Sowards, Desiderius 
Erasmus (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1975), 4-9. 

5. Bainton, Erasmus, 41-43, 113-114; Johan Huizinga, Erasmus and the 
Age of the Reformation (New York: Harper and Row, 1957), 102-103; 
E. Harris Harbison, The Christian Scholar in the Age of the Reformation 
(New York: Scribner's Sons, 1956), 70-77. 

6. Erasmus, Christian Humanism, 7-9. 

7. Ibid., 96-100, 106. 

8. Sowards, Erasmus, 35-36, 88; Bainton, Erasmus, 106-109. 

9. P. S. Allen, Erasmus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1934), quoted in 
Harbison, Christian Scholar, 110. 

10. Bainton, Here I Stand, 22-23, 25-27. 

11. John M. Todd, Luther: A Life (New York: Crossroad Publishing Co., 
1982), 72-79; Bainton, Here I Stand, 60-66. 

12. Erasmus and His Age: Selected Letters of Desiderius Erasmus, ed. Hans 
J. Hillerbrand, trans. Marcus A. Haworth, S. J. (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1970), 141, 149. 

13. Erasmus, Christian Humanism, 138-139; 146-149. 


chapter two: Erasmus and Luther: The Reformer's Dilemma 21 


14. Ibid.; Erasmus and His Age: Selected Letters, 153, 163, 177, 182; Bainton, 
Erasmus, 160. 

15. Bainton, Erasmus, 187-190; Sowards, Erasmus, 103; one German theolo- 
gian put Luther's position on free will (and, indeed, the general 
Protestant one) very succinctly when he wrote: "The central point of 
Luther's argument lies not in the question of whether man has the 
ability to do what he wishes, but rather in the question of whether he 
can do what he should." See Werner Elert, Morphologie des Luthertums 
(Munich: Beck, 1931), I, 22, quoted in G. C. Berkouwer, Conflict Met 
Rome (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1948), 149. 

16. Erasmus and His Age, 176. 

17. Luther's Works, vol. 48, Letters I, ed., trans. Gottfried Krodel (Philadel- 
phia: Fortress Press, 1963), 40, 53; see vol. 49, Letters II (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1972), 44. 

18. Bainton, Erasmus, 192. 

19. Bainton, Here I Stand, 385. 

20. See Heiko Oberman, Luther: Man Between God and the Devil, trans. 
Eileen Walliser-Schwarzbart (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1989), 12, 44-46, 49, 64, 205. 

Further Reading 

Bainton, Roland H. Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther. Nashville: Abing- 
don, 1950. Old standard work, very well done. 

Erasmus and His Age: Selected Letters of Desiderius Erasmus, ed. Hans J. 
Hillerbrand, trans. Marcus A. Haworth, S. J. New York: Harper and 
Row, 1970. Gives reader a good look at the personality of Erasmus. 

Huizinga, Johan. Erasmus and the Age of the Reformation. New York: Harper 
and Row, 1957. Sympathetic account by a fellow countryman. 

Todd, John M. Luther: A Life. New York: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1982. 
Thoughtful, fair work by a Roman Catholic. 



CHAPTER 3 


Elizabeth and Akbar: 

The Religion of the Ruler? 

How important are the religious views and preferences of a ruler at 
a time when people take religion very seriously and are religiously 
divided? Can a rider's religious preference, even if different from 
many of his or her subjects, be the basis of unity in a religiously 
divided state? 

It seemed like a great idea at the time. In 1530 in Germany, at the 
end of the first of many European religious wars that accompanied 
the Reformation sparked by Martin Luther, Catholic and Lutheran 
negotiators in Germany devised what they thought was a simple 
plan for religious peace. The Latin phrase "cuius regio, eius reli- 
gio" ("the religion of the prince is the religion of the people") be- 
came the key words of the peace treaty of Augsburg. This meant 
that the religion of the ruler would be the only official religion in 
the ruler's land: if your prince was Lutheran, all churches in your 
state became Lutheran, and any who wished to remain Catholic 
had to pack up and move to the nearest state with a Catholic ruler. 
The reverse was true, of course, if your ruler was Catholic and you 
were Lutheran. 

While this political response to religious conflict was seriously 
flawed (what if you were neither a Lutheran nor a Catholic but a 
follower of John Calvin?), it did illustrate the problems faced by 
rulers in religiously divided states in the sixteenth century. And the 
political problems posed by religious divisions were not limited to 
Europe. Muslim armies had swept as far east as western China and 
south into northwestern India as early as the eighth century. By the 
late twelfth century, central Asian Turks had established the Delhi 
Sultanate, a Muslim-dominated state in the northern heartland of 
the Hindu subcontinent of India. 
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How important, then, was "the religion of the prince" in the tu- 
multuous sixteenth century? Two major rulers, Queen Elizabeth I 
of England (1533-1603) and Emperor Abu-uI-Fath Jalal-ud-Din 
Muhammad Akbar of Mughal India (1534-1606), give us the oppor- 
tunity to answer this question. Both consciously tried to create 
what we might call a hybrid religion as a way of promoting social 
stability and loyalty to the ruler in their divided states. Elizabeth, 
daughter of King Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, came to the throne 
determined to bring religious peace to a country which had experi- 
enced years of sometimes violent changes. Although Henry VIII 
broke with the Roman church in 1532 in order to divorce Queen 
Catherine and marry Elizabeth's mother, he did not become a 
Lutheran. Henry wanted England to remain Catholic, with himself 
in charge instead of the pope. He persecuted Lutherans and other 
Protestants until his death in 1547. For the next ten years, Eliza- 
beth's half-brother, Edward VI (reigned 1547-1553), and half-sister, 
Mary (r. 1553-1558), took England on a dizzying religious ride. Ed- 
ward and his advisors wanted the Church of England to be as 
much like Protestant churches as possible, while Mary (daughter of 
Henry's first wife, Catholic Queen Catherine of Aragon) officially 
returned England to the Catholic fold, executing some 300 Protes- 
tants as heretics in the process. Akbar (the name means "Great") 
faced the task of consolidating and expanding the Mughal Empire, 
which his father, Humayun, had lost and only partially regained 
before his untimely death. He came to believe that a state policy of 
"universal peace," which accepted and appreciated the many dif- 
ferent faiths of India (Hindus, Jains, Shia and Sunni Muslims, 
Zoroastrians [called Parsees in India] and Christians), was the best 
way to promote loyalty to the ruler. 

Both Elizabeth and Akbar had weapons other than religion to 
control their subjects. Akbar's military skills were considerable and 
his conquest and rule of northern India from coast to coast was 
aided by an elaborate system of administration and revenue collec- 
tion. Elizabeth used her cunning, energy, and intelligence to control 
friends and enemies alike. She also had a strong base of popular 
support, which she manipulated to her advantage. Both Elizabeth 
and Akbar were successful leaders who laid the foundation for the 
greatness of their respective states. They are generally seen by his- 
torians as having that special "something extra, that flash of the eye 
or turn of the head, which marks the crossing of the gulf between 
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ability and genius." 1 The extent to which the religious policies of 
Elizabeth and Akbar promoted unity in their respective states is a 
complicated question. Historians disagree, especially in their evalu- 
ation of the policy of Akbar, and it is clear that neither ruler got ex- 
actly what he or she wanted. A look at the careers of these colorful 
and powerful sixteenth-century leaders can help us better under- 
stand their strengths and weaknesses as we attempt to answer the 
question posed at the beginning of this essay. 

Religion was an issue for Elizabeth from the moment of her 
birth, which made her the Protestant heir to the throne in place of 
her Catholic sister, Mary. Her position changed suddenly when she 
was three; her mother, Anne, was declared a traitor and sent to the 
block [beheaded], and Elizabeth joined her sister, Mary, in being of- 
ficially declared a bastard by a law of 1536. Despite this turn of 
events, Elizabeth was taught to love and honor her father as the 
king. She spent her early years pleasantly enough with Katherine 
Parr, Henry's last wife. Katherine brought all of Henry's children 
together as a family and saw to their education. Elizabeth received 
a classical education and could read Greek and Latin and speak 
French, Italian, and Spanish well enough to conduct business with 
ambassadors from those countries in their own languages. In 1547, 
shortly after Henry's death, Katherine married Thomas Seymour, 
and Elizabeth lived with them, experiencing some unwelcome 
sexual advances from Seymour when she was fourteen. When 
Katherine died in childbirth in 1548, Seymour wished to marry 
Elizabeth — by then living elsewhere — but she "replied evasively," a 
skill she refined in future years. 2 Because of Seymour's intrigues 
against the government of Edward VI, Elizabeth was briefly viewed 
with suspicion. She was in much greater danger after her sister, 
Mary, became queen in 1553 and some members of Elizabeth's 
household implicated her in some Protestant plots against the new 
Catholic queen. Elizabeth responded by meeting with Mary, declar- 
ing her wish to become Catholic, and asking her sister to send her 
some vestments, crucifixes, and other Mass "gear" to use in her pri- 
vate chapel. Elizabeth was placed under guard in the Tower of 
London prison for a time, and many of Mary's advisors wanted her 
put to death as an enemy of the state. Interestingly, it was Mary's 
husband, Spanish King Philip II, who protected Elizabeth, some- 
thing she always remembered, even years later when their coun- 
tries were at war. 3 
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Mary, like her half-brother, Edward, died after a short reign, 
and Elizabeth became queen on November 17, 1558. Even though 
her background as the "bastard" daughter of Anne Boleyn seemed 
to make it a foregone conclusion that she would restore Protestant 
Christianity as the official religion of England, one of Elizabeth's bi- 
ographers points out that she could have left England a Catholic 
country. After all, many English subjects accepted Mary's return to 
the Catholic fold, and Elizabeth had professed to be a Roman 
Catholic for five years. Nevertheless, Elizabeth created a "Religious 
Settlement" in 1559 that made England a Protestant country be- 
cause (1) she had been raised as a Protestant and was a sincere be- 
liever and (2) she would be accepted as the legitimate monarch by 
Catholics but would be supported more fervently as the "only 
hope" of the many Protestants, since the next in line to be ruler was 
Roman Catholic Mary Stuart, Queen of the Scots and Elizabeth's 
cousin. 4 

Elizabeth's "Religious Settlement," approved by the English 
Parliament within six months of her coronation, created what we 
know today as the "Church of England" or (outside of England 
today) the "Protestant Episcopal" Church. Like the Lutheran 
Churches in Germany, it was a state church and Elizabeth was de- 
clared the "Supreme Governor" of the church. 5 All clergy had to 
take an oath recognizing the queen's position and promising to "re- 
nounce and forsake all foreign jurisdiction . . . and authorities [the 
Pope] and bear true faith and allegiance to the queen's highness" 
and to her successors. Parliament also passed, in addition to this 
"Act of Supremacy," an important "Act of Uniformity." This re- 
stored Protestant forms of worship, ratified Elizabeth's earlier deci- 
sion to put most of the worship service in English, and provided 
penalties for churchmen who refused to accept these measures and 
fines for laypeople who refused to attend Sunday services. 6 

Elizabeth's church still looked like the "Catholic" Church of her 
father's day. It had bishops and priests instead of the ministers and 
elder used by Calvinists, and they were required by law to wear 
clerical garb at church services. Churches still had crucifixes, the 
queen kept candles in her private chapel, and she issued orders re- 
taining stained glass windows and other "popish" elements in 
churches, even though these were hated by the Calvinists, or "Puri- 
tans." The Puritans not only wished a church "purified" of all 
Roman Catholic ritual and theology but they also wanted a state 
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church which would control, with firm punishments, what people 
believed, how they worshipped, and all forms of "manners and 
moral." Elizabeth believed this strict of a policy could lead to a reli- 
gious civil war in England. 7 Instead, the queen tried to create a 
church that had, both in appearance and doctrine, "a distinctive 
character of its own — neither Lutheran, Roman Catholic, nor Re- 
formed [Calvinist or Presbyterian]." In 1563, she supported a group 
of moderate bishops who drew up a statement of beliefs, the 
Thirty-nine Articles. This contained many beliefs Catholics could 
have accepted, some which Lutherans and Calvinists could accept; 
it remained deliberately ambiguous on controversial issues such as 
the exact nature of Predestination and the question of whether or 
not Christ was really present in the Sacrament of the Eucharist. 8 
Elizabeth was a sincere Protestant but not a person given to deep 
theological reflection. She once told the Catholic French ambas- 
sador that "there was only one Jesus Christ and one faith, all the 
rest they disputed about were trifles." 9 Her main concern was reli- 
gious peace and the unity of her kingdom, not theological sub- 
tleties. If English subjects would show their loyalty to God and 
country by attending church on Sunday, and thereby accept the 
queen as "the only regulator of public worship and church govern- 
ment," 10 she did not care much what people said or did in the pri- 
vacy of their homes. 

Elizabeth was not mistaken in fearing the political divisiveness 
of religion. During her reign, the neighboring country of France 
was torn apart by religious wars between Catholics and Protestants 
(Huguenots). The German states and the Netherlands remained di- 
vided religiously, and Catholic Spanish King Philip II, her former 
brother-in-law, was being urged by the pope to undertake a cru- 
sade against Protestant England. Elizabeth herself was officially 
"excommunicated" by the pope in 1570 during one of the several 
unsuccessful plots against her throne by those who wished to make 
her cousin, Mary Queen of Scots, the next queen of England. 

Given these foreign and domestic threats, it was understand- 
able that Elizabeth would follow a religious policy designed to pre- 
vent persecution of Catholics by zealous Protestants, something 
which might well give Catholic Spain an excuse to attack her. Un- 
like her sister, Mary, she went out of her way to avoid sending peo- 
ple to the stake for their religious views, even though she was quite 
firm with any person or group that questioned her royal authority. 
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When Parliament (which contained many members favorable to 
Puritanism) passed a law in 1563 stating that any person who twice 
refused to take the oath recognizing the queen's supremacy over 
the church was to be executed, Elizabeth instructed Matthew 
Parker, the Archbishop of Canterbury, to be sure that no one was 
asked to take the oath more than once. 11 The wisdom of Elizabeth's 
policy was shown in 1588, when the Spanish sent a massive armada 
of ships to invade England in hopes of returning England to the 
Catholic fold. Catholics supported Elizabeth in this moment of na- 
tional peril; there was no uprising of Catholics to overthrow their 
Protestant ruler. The Spanish were prevented from landing by the 
skillful work of English sailors and "a Protestant wind." Although 
Catholic priests were sent to England to secretly celebrate Mass and 
administer Sacraments to English Catholics and although over a 
hundred of these men were executed for treason, most English 
Catholics remained loyal to the queen, and the total number of 
Catholics declined during her reign. Elizabeth was also willing 
to deal harshly with Protestant critics of her policy. Two Dutch 
Anabaptists attending an illegal prayer meeting in 1575 were 
judged guilty of heresy for denying that a Christian could be a gov- 
ernment official, and they were burned at the stake. And, in 1579, 
when a lawyer named John Stubbs wrote a work attacking the 
French royal family and the queen's proposed marriage to the 
French Catholic Duke of Anjou, she ordered that his right hand be 
cut off with a meat cleaver. It was said that, after his hand was sev- 
ered at the wrist, he lifted his hat with his left hand and shouted, 
"God save the queen" before he fainted. 12 Elizabeth often used 
marriage negotiations as a diplomatic tool; some believed that she 
might have married the duke if there had not been such strong ob- 
jections to this match with a Catholic foreigner. 

Her religious policy was not the only reason Elizabeth is fondly 
remembered and has an era named after her. We speak of "Eliza- 
bethan England" because this queen ruled for thirty-four years and 
was able to develop and use her skills as a ruler and a woman to 
create a strong sense of personal loyalty in her subjects. She had ex- 
cellent advisors and adventuresome servants, such as Sir Walter 
Raleigh and Sir Francis Drake, who established England as a strong 
naval power. The queen also learned early in her reign that she 
could maintain her control by meeting with her councilors individ- 
ually and by asking them for their individual views in writing. Hot- 
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tempered at times, she was known to even slap her courtiers and 
order them out of her presence. Members of Parliament whose 
speeches displeased her were sent to prison. Yet she always re- 
leased them, as she nearly always restored unlucky courtiers to 
"her favor" by inviting them back to court. This was a person "in 
which the spontaneous outburst of a high-tempered woman 
blended with the artifices of a calculating politician ." 13 Although 
Elizabeth was doubtless difficult to work with, she certainly under- 
stood how to appeal to her subjects. Each year she moved her court 
around the country on her colorful "progresses," visiting the homes 
of her nobles, letting the people see her and entertain her with 
plays, speeches of praise, and poetry. These journeys allowed peo- 
ple to see their queen in person, as she gratefully acknowledged 
their devotion. She also used her position as a woman to strengthen 
this loyalty. Historians disagree on why Elizabeth never married, 
but, whatever her reason, she did deliberately create the impression 
among ordinary people that she cared more about them than about 
having a husband; she could be seen as "married" to England. On 
the eve of the anticipated Spanish invasion, when the armada had 
already entered the English channel, Elizabeth visited some of her 
troops and made one of the most famous speeches in English his- 
tory, saying, "I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, 
but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of 
England too! And [I] think foul scorn that Parma [Spanish general] 
or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the bor- 
ders of my realm!" The people loved it; perhaps in that moment she 
became the "good Queen Bess" remembered fondly by generations 
of English people . 14 

Since Mughal Emperor Akbar lived in a place so distant and 
different from Elizabeth's England, it is unusual to find any simi- 
larities between the two rulers beyond the dates of their reigns. Yet 
Akbar, like Elizabeth, experienced a troubled youth, marked by an 
awareness of religious differences. Descended from the great Mon- 
gol and Turkish conquerors Genghis Khan and Tamerlane, he was 
born in the house of a Hindu ruler, while his father was on the run, 
trying to recapture land in northeast India. Akbar's father was a 
Sunni Muslim, while his mother was a Shiite [two large, theologi- 
cally different branches of Islam], His tutor, Abul Latif, taught him 
the principle of "universal peace," which encouraged tolerance of 
all religions. While growing up, he was captured and rescued three 
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times as his father and uncles fought for control of the empire. 
While these struggles were over family inheritance and not over 
religious issues, it was clear to the young prince that the support of 
Muslim scholars or holy men (ulema) could help a ruler gain pop- 
ular support; it was also clear to the young Akbar that anyone who 
would successfully rule India would have to deal with the fact that 
most of his subjects would not be Muslims. When his father, Hu- 
mayun, died in 1556, Akbar was only thirteen. The empire was 
ruled in Akbar' s name by a regent, Bairam Khan, a Shiite Muslim 
who successfully completed the conquests of much of what is 
today Pakistan and Afghanistan. Bairam Khan's increasingly arro- 
gant decisions and lavish living led Akbar to replace the regent 
and begin to rule in his own right in 1560. 15 

The young man who would expand the Mughal Empire to its 
greatest extent has been described as a broad-shouldered person of 
"uncommon dignity," with long hair, a loud voice of "peculiar rich- 
ness," "bright and flashing eyes," and a "powerful, magnetic, and 
inspiring" personality. 16 Historians have also been impressed by 
the seeming contradictions in Akbar's personality. Akbar was a 
deeply spiritual man but also a brutal warrior. He said that "a 
monarch should be ever intent on conquest, otherwise his neigh- 
bors rise in arms against him," yet, when not fighting, he loved to 
engage in theological and philosophical discussions with learned 
men from many religions. He loved hunting but spent many years 
as a virtual vegetarian. He "spent whole nights repeating the name 
of the Almighty God," had mystical experiences, and went on pil- 
grimages. Yet this same man authorized the massacre of thousands 
of people, many of them women and children, after conquering the 
Hindu fortress of Chitor, and he ordered the building of a mound 
made from the heads of his fallen enemies after the battle of Pani- 
pat in 1556. Akbar could be extremely energetic, humane, and 
considerate, yet he also suffered from depression. 17 Clearly, this 
greatest ruler of the Mughal Empire was a complex man. 

But Akbar was no more complex than the situation he inher- 
ited. Ethnically, the territory of the Mughal Empire contained 
Turks, Mongols, and Uzbeks (these three known collectively as Tu- 
ranis), as well as hundreds of independent or semi-independent 
Hindu rulers (rajas). Some of these were territorial chieftains and 
others were the heads of large families, or clans. Those noblemen 
expected virtual independence and were reluctant to take orders 


chapter three: Elizabeth and Akbar: The Religion of the Ruler? 31 


from any central authority, while the Turks who had come from 
Persia, or Iran, were often skilled bureaucrats used to working in a 
strongly centralized administration. Both of these groups were 
composed of Muslims who viewed Hindus as polytheistic "idol- 
aters." 18 When Akbar came to the throne, his territory was quite 
small; it consisted of a small crescent of land extending from central 
Afghanistan through the heart of modern Pakistan down to the 
north central Indian cities of Panipat and Delhi. By the end of his 
reign, Akbar' s empire contained all of north and central India, in- 
cluding the Indus and Ganges river valleys. 

Creating and maintaining a large empire inhabited by such var- 
ied ethnic groups required a variety of skills. Akbar needed large 
armies composed of artillery, archers mounted on horseback or ele- 
phants, and infantry with firearms. The young ruler spent most of 
the 1560s and 1570s subduing the Hindu (Rajput) kingdoms in cen- 
tral India from coast to coast. In 1580 and 1581, he put down revolts 
in Kabul and elsewhere in the north led by family members seeking 
his throne and others taking advantage of Sunni Muslim discontent 
with his religious and administrative policies. Akbar was unable to 
finish his military consolidation of the empire until 1601, four years 
before his death. 19 

In the beginning of his career, Akbar was a skilled military 
leader intent on increasing his power by enlarging his empire. Until 
the mid-1570s, he was also a traditional Muslim ruler, subduing the 
armies of Hindu Rajputs in the name of Allah. However, even in 
his twenties he began to see both personal and political reasons for 
some changes in social and religious policy. In 1562, he married the 
daughter of the Rajput ruler of Jaipur after that kingdom submitted 
to Mughal overlordship. He was the first Mughal ruler to add 
Hindu princesses (he later married three more) to his harem and to 
allow them to maintain their religion. The following year, he 
dropped the Muhgal practice of enslaving the families of defeated 
enemies, and in 1563 he stopped taxing Hindus when they went on 
pilgrimages to the many shrines of India. Akbar also ended the tra- 
ditional tax levied on non-Muslims in 1564, a more radical step, 
since this tax was levied in all Islamic countries. 

Since Akbar remained a devout Muslim during these early years, 
these policy changes were made largely for political reasons, to win 
the support of the Rajput rulers. However, Akbar's own religious 
views and practices were beginning to change. In 1562, he became so 
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impressed by the simple life and wisdom of Muslim mystic Shaikh 
Salim Chishti that he made a pilgrimage to his shrine each year for 
seventeen years and even built a new capital, Fatehpur-Sikri, near 
this site. Shaikh Salim correctly predicted that the emperor, who had 
difficulty having sons, would have three sons; when the first was 
born, Akbar named him Salim in honor of the Shaikh. In 1575, the 
emperor constructed a special building, the Ibadat Khana, in which 
he brought together thinkers from various religions to discuss the be- 
liefs and practices of each. A Portuguese Jesuit priest, arriving at the 
court in 1580, recorded this speech by Akbar: 

I perceive that there are varying customs and beliefs of varying 
religious paths. . . . But the followers of each religion regard the 
institution of their own religion as better than those of any other. 

Not only so, but they strive to convert the rest to their own way of 
belief. If these refuse to be converted, they not only despise them, 
but also regard them as . . . enemies. And this caused me to feel 
many serious doubts and scruples. Wherefore I desire that on ap- 
pointed days the books of all the religious laws be brought for- 
ward, and the doctors meet and hold discussions, so that I may 
hear them, and that each one may determine which is the truest 
and mightiest religion . 20 

Even the Muslim historians who were critical of Akbar's religious 
policy, which had moved him away form traditional practices by 
the 1580s, admit that he was “deeply religious by nature" and had a 
soul which "longed for direct spiritual experience." In 1578, Akbar 
had what has been described as a mystical experience, or "ecstasy," 
during a royal hunt. He freed all the animals that had been 
rounded up for him to kill, distributed a large sum of gold to the 
poor, and cut off his long hair. 21 By 1579, the angry intolerance of 
others displayed by the Muslim scholars had so discouraged Akbar 
that he issued a decree that gave him the authority to resolve reli- 
gious disputes; his decisions would be "binding upon all the peo- 
ple, provided always that such an order is not opposed to the . . . 
explicit injunction of the Qur'an." 22 

Akbar's most dramatic decision was the 1582 establishment of 
the Din-i-Ilahi, usually translated as "Divine Faith." Members of the 
Din-i-Ilahi had to take vows to dedicate their property, life, and 
honor to Akbar, had to espouse a simple monotheism, and had to 
renounce "traditional and imitative" Islam. Rituals were borrowed 
from those of the Parsees, Christians, and Hindus. There were initi- 
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ation ceremonies, feasts on members' birthdays, and a form of bow- 
ing to the emperor previously reserved for prayer in the mosque. 23 

Historians disagree on whether or not Din-i-Ilahi was a "new" 
religion (something assumed by many history textbooks) or a way 
to appeal to non-Muslims and to focus loyalty on the emperor. 
Many traditional Muslims, led by court scholar Abdul Qadir 
Badauni, were bitterly critical of the "Divine Faith," which was 
supported and directed by Abul Fazl, Akbar's chief counselor, fa- 
mous flatterer, and court historian. Some Muslim historians today 
see Din-i-Ilahi as a superficial form of emperor worship, forbidden 
by the Qur'an, which undermined the Muslim character of Akbar's 
state. More "secular" historians praise the emperor for a religious 
and social policy which, because it was accepting of many tradi- 
tions, was far ahead of its time. It did not make loyalty to the state 
dependent on being a member of any official state religion, includ- 
ing Islam; membership in Din-i-Ilahi itself was voluntary and some- 
where between two dozen and two thousand (sources vary signifi- 
cantly) noblemen joined. 24 

To better evaluate Akbar's religious policy, we need to under- 
stand that his administrative system combined features of the per- 
sonal relations between rulers and their chief nobles found in feu- 
dalism with the practices of a modern government which employs 
paid officials who feel more of an obligation to the institutions of 
government than they do to the ruler. Akbar's leading civil and 
military appointees, known as mansabdars [Persian for "office- 
holder"; mansab is an "office"], were chosen on the basis of their 
loyalty to the ruler. They were organized into grades, based on how 
many troops and horses they were expected to supply to Akbar in 
time of war. To provide the mansabdars with money to help them 
meet this demand, they were assigned revenue from land ( jagirs ). 
The emperor retained control of all land and could "fire" mansab- 
dars and promote or demote them to higher or lower ranks. Akbar 
divided his empire into twelve large provinces, each led by a gov- 
ernor, who, aided by other officials, administered justice, collected 
revenue, recruited troops, and kept order. The whole system was 
reinforced by spies who reported to the court. 25 In 1572-1573 Akbar 
introduced "branding regulations" ( dagh ) requiring mansabdars to 
present their troops and horses for muster (only the horses were 
branded) to prove that they were using their money to actually pay 
troops and not for other, non-military, purposes. By the end of the 
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decade, strict implementation of the dagh — along with Akbar's 
rnahzar and other religious changes — led some of the Turani mans- 
abdars to revolt. After that, he eased the enforcement of the brand- 
ing regulation . 26 

Some scholars see no connection between Akbar's religious 
policies (his ending of religious taxes and promoting of "universal 
peace" and the "Divine Faith") and the loyalty of his military and 
civilian officials. Others disagree and say that the emperor's "liberal 
religious ideas" were linked to his imperial system of administra- 
tion. Akbar changed an empire which had been previously ruled by 
and for Muslims into one in which Hindu Rajputs could and did 
play a major role. He favored Hindus as much as he could because 
he could not always depend upon the Turkish and Mongol nobility 
to remain loyal. Also, by respecting non-Muslim religions, praising 
the ideal of "universal peace," and marrying Hindu princesses, 
Akbar, some say, "transformed" the nobility "into a constructive 
force" and helped erase the "foreign character of the Mughal Em- 
pire." From Akbar's time, the Mughal Empire was no longer seen 
by its ruling class as only a Muslim Empire. Muslims continued to 
hold the majority of the mansabs, but the holders of power in the 
provinces defined themselves as Mughal mansabdars, not as mere 
servants of a Muslim ruling class. Akbar's court rituals, his use of 
Hindu mansabdars, and the Din-i-Ilahi created the impression "not 
[of] Muslims ruling over Hindus but [of] Muslims and Hindus to- 
gether, serving a ruler who, whatever his personal beliefs, was not 
merely a Muslim or Hindu." The empire lasted as long as this belief 
survived . 27 

While it is clear that both Elizabeth I of England and Akbar, the 
"greatest" Mughal, used a hybrid, or "mixed," religion to try to 
unify their divided states and promote loyalty to the ruler, each 
also had personal as well as political motives. Elizabeth's personal 
religious views, considered "heretical" by Catholics and too "Pa- 
pist" by the Puritans, were nevertheless those of a sincere Protes- 
tant Christian; Akbar's personal views, to the extent that we can de- 
termine, given the controversy which surrounds them, were those 
of a sincere seeker after religious truth who clearly disliked the 
claims to exclusive truth advanced by Muslim theologians. 

In both sixteenth-century England and India, the religion of the 
ruler did matter. Elizabeth's attempt to create a distinctive "Church 
of England" that was neither Catholic nor Calvinist suffered a 
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severe setback forty-six years after her death, when the English be- 
headed Charles I in 1649 and established a Puritan commonwealth 
under Oliver Cromwell. Akbar's Din-i-Ilahi disappeared soon after 
his death, but his mixed Muslim and Hindu Mughal Empire sur- 
vived much longer. Religion could be a unifying as well as a divi- 
sive force in this period. Perhaps "the religion of the ruler" can 
only truly become "the religion of the people" in situations in 
which the ruler's beliefs are only slightly out of step with the be- 
liefs of the majority of his or her subjects. The "Church of England" 
still exists because Elizabeth did not overreach herself; she was in 
touch with the sentiment of her people, who would tolerate only a 
limited amount of religious regulation. The Puritans offered more 
of this than the English, in the final analysis, would tolerate. 
Akbar's Din-i-Ilahi evaporated after his death because an attempt to 
join an "inclusive" faith such as Hinduism with an "exclusive" one 
such as Islam has never succeeded, at least not for long. Akbar's 
failure perhaps foreshadows that of twentieth-century Indian 
leader, Mohandas Gandhi, who wished for Hindus and Muslims to 
live in peace after gaining independence from the British. Gandhi 
was assassinated in 1947 by a Hindu fanatic. Akbar was spared this 
fate; only his bones were dug up and burned by an angry mob 
some fifty years after his death. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Kangxi and Louis XIV: 
Dynastic Rulers, 
East and West 


To what extent can dynastic rulers control their own fate? What is 

the key to successful ‘'absolutism”? 

In the world of the late seventeenth century, a comparison be- 
tween Kangxi and Louis XIV is an obvious one. At opposite ends of 
the Eurasian land mass, these two rulers clearly stand out. In west- 
ern Europe, Louis XIV (1638-1715), a member of France's Bourbon 
dynasty, ruled that continent's most powerful nation. In the Far 
East, Kangxi (1654-1722), a member of the Qing [pronounced 
"ching"] dynasty, was emperor of China. 1 Both rulers had equally 
long reigns. Kangxi's years of personal rule lasted from 1669 to 
1722 (fifty- three years and four major wars), while those of Louis 
XIV extended from 1661 to 1715 (fifty- four years and the same 
number of wars). 

Given their longevity, it is not surprising that each man experi- 
enced personal tragedies. Son and grandsons preceded Louis XIV 
in death, so that a five-year-old great-grandson, Louis XV, was left 
as successor in 1715. Kangxi's oldest son and "heir apparent," Yin- 
reng, was infamous for his acts of sexual depravity, sadism, and 
irresponsibility. After years of fatherly patience, sorrow, and cover- 
ups, Kangxi declared him mad and then deposed and arrested him 
in 1712. 2 These family problems were also political ones, for the 
success of dynastic government depends upon the quality of the 
ruler. In the Chinese case, Kangxi's fourth son, Yinzhen, proved to 
be a far more capable ruler than the original heir apparent would 
have been. The French were less fortunate; Louis XV proved to be a 
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lazy and mistress-ridden monarch. The Qing dynasty lasted until 
1911; the Bourbon dynasty collapsed in the storm of the French 
Revolution (1789-1799). 

The great energy and determination that both Kangxi and Louis 
XIV displayed clearly distinguish them from their successors. 
Kangxi's writings frequently note the importance of hard work and 
attention to detail. "This is what we have to do," he wrote, "apply 
ourselves to human affairs to the utmost, while remaining respon- 
sive to the dictates of Heaven. In agriculture, one must work hard in 
the fields and hope for fair weather." Louis also relished the hard 
work necessary to run a large state. In notes he wrote for his succes- 
sor, he warned against "prolonged idleness" and advised that a reg- 
ular work schedule was good for the spirit: "No satisfaction can 
equal that of following each day the progress of glorious and lofty 
undertakings and of the happiness of the people, when one has 
planned it all himself." 3 Both rulers felt personally responsible for 
the welfare of their subjects, yet both fought major wars to extend 
their lands and their power. Since warfare was expensive in money 
and lives, it was not always easy for these men to balance their de- 
sire for power with their desire to improve the lives of their subjects. 

This very tension between war and peace helps illuminate 
some of the problems facing even a conscientious autocratic, or 
"absolute," ruler during these last few centuries before the world 
was transformed forever by the Industrial Revolution. Neither 
Louis XIV nor Kangxi had to please voters or make decisions 
about social and economic programs, with one ear cocked to a na- 
tional stock market or an international monetary system. Their job 
was simpler — in theory, anyway. It was to strengthen the power of 
their dynasty by maintaining the military and economic strength 
of their country. The precise way in which each ruler pursued this 
goal tells us something about China and western Europe and 
something of the pitfalls facing an "absolute" ruler in the days be- 
fore telephones, fax machines and computers. 

Kangxi was a Manchu. That fact defined his political task. The 
warlike Manchu nomads, who lived northeast of China, had gradu- 
ally increased their territory and power at the expense of the Ming 
dynasty, which ruled China from 1368 to 1644. In the early seven- 
teenth century, Manchu leader Nurhaci (1559-1626) began to trans- 
form the Manchu tribes into a modern state by curbing the power 
of local chiefs and by centralizing the government. His sons contin- 
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ued this process of consolidation, and the Manchus thus were able 
to conquer Beijing easily in 1644, once the last Ming emperor was 
defeated and committed suicide. The major problem facing 
Kangxi's father, who became the first emperor of the Qing dynasty, 
was to win support from native Chinese leaders, especially the 
Confucian scholars. To accomplish this, he appointed two men to 
all top-level government positions, one a Manchu and the other a 
native [or Han] Chinese. Throughout his long reign, Kangxi contin- 
ued this balance in making all major appointments so that native 
Chinese would not unduly resent their foreign leaders. This proved 
wise, since the Manchus, while militarily superior to the Chinese in 
the beginning of the reign, were vastly outnumbered. To govern 
China successfully, a foreign dynasty had to have so much native 
help in ruling that it became virtually Chinese. 4 

Kangxi was only seven years old in 1661 when his father died, 
leaving the government to four noblemen assigned to govern on his 
behalf. Although Kangxi ended this regency in 1667, it was two 
years later before he was able to break the power of one particu- 
larly powerful regent. When the fifteen-year-old ruler acted, he did 
so decisively, throwing the offending overmighty subject, Oboi, 
into prison, where he died five years later. 5 

By acting decisively and wisely and by presenting a strong front 
to real or potential enemies, Kangxi strengthened his own personal 
power and that of his empire. His decision to maintain a strong 
army required that he increase its size from one hundred eighty-five 
thousand men in 1661 to three hundred fifteen thousand in 1684. To 
keep his troops sharp, he also took up to seventy thousand of them 
north of the Great Wall two or three times a year on hunting trips 
(really military maneuvers), so that they might practice archery and 
riding. Domestically, he supervised affairs in the provinces through 
loyal officials, many of whom were former Manchu army leaders 
who received appointments as provincial governors. In 1667, such 
appointees governed twenty-eight of the twenty-nine provinces. 
Kangxi also shrewdly conducted frequent audiences with military 
leaders; he believed that a general who occasionally bowed to the 
emperor remained humble and "properly fearful." 6 

By the middle of his reign, Kangxi's wise choice of subordinates, 
realistic understanding of people, and close attention to detail re- 
duced the danger of rebellion by unhappy Chinese subjects or dis- 
contented Manchu clan leaders. Before this happened, however, the 
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emperor had to fight a bloody and prolonged war against three 
rebel leaders in the south. This war began in 1673 and lasted until 
1682, in part because the emperor had trouble finding good gener- 
als. After defeating the three rebel states, Kangxi was able to add the 
island of Taiwan to his empire in 1684. It was more difficult to estab- 
lish Chinese power firmly in the north. This took major campaigns 
against the Russians and against the Mongol chieftain, Galdan. 

Before moving to dislodge the Russians from Chinese territory 
along the Amur River, where they had been settling since the 1650s, 
Kangxi made his usual careful preparations. He collected enough 
military supplies for a three-year war and moved Dutch-designed 
cannons and men trained to use them to the front. In 1685, he cap- 
tured the Russian fortress at Albazin, and in 1689 the Treaty of 
Nerchinsk restored Chinese control in the area. 7 It took eight more 
years for Kangxi to defeat the western Mongol tribes led by Galdan. 
"Now my purpose is accomplished, my wishes fulfilled," the elated 
emperor wrote when a defeated Galdan committed suicide in 1697. 
"Isn't this the will of Heaven? I am so extremely happy!" These 
western victories set the stage for Chinese domination of Tibet, 
which began in the final years of Kangxi's reign and has lasted in- 
termittently to our own day. 8 

Of course, external security was not enough. Dynastic rulers 
were obliged to keep constant and careful watch over subjects and 
subordinates. Kangxi did this by devising a system of palace memo- 
rials. These secret reports from agents of unquestioned loyalty to the 
ruler and the dynasty contained detailed information and com- 
ments, sent directly to the emperor and viewed by him alone. Their 
use allowed him to bypass official channels, to learn of official in- 
competence and would-be plots, and to quickly acquire more accu- 
rate information than that provided by the Grand Secretariat. 

One of the emperor's most trusted agents was a Manchu bond- 
servant named Cao Yin (1658-1712). This competent administrator 
had a classical Confucian education and wrote poetry with his 
Chinese friends in his spare time; he was an ideal informant for 
Kangxi, who sent him to the city of Nanjing as textile commis- 
sioner in 1692. In his role as manager of imperial textile factories, 
Cao Yin supervised twenty-five hundred artisans and 664 looms, 
and he shipped quotas of silk to Beijing. In secret palace memorials 
written between 1697 and his death, he gave the emperor detailed 
information on the local harvest, problems faced by the local gov- 
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ernor, and the "condition of the common people." Another secret 
memorialist sent reports to the emperor on the movements of 5,923 
grain boats that left Yangzhou for Beijing each year. Such informa- 
tion helped the emperor keep his officials honest and stop trouble 
before it started. 9 

Such close supervision of foodstuffs and silk production was 
important to a ruler who relied on a closely regulated economy. 
The textile factories at Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Suzhou were mo- 
nopolies run by the government, which provided funds and estab- 
lished production quotas. During his reign, Kangxi tried to 
strengthen these government controls over trade. In 1699, for exam- 
ple, a statute ended private rights to purchase copper and gave the 
copper monopoly to merchants from the imperial household in 
Peking. 10 Neither Kangxi nor his French counterpart favored "free 
enterprise," which they considered inefficient and foolish. In their 
opinion, the state alone had sufficient wealth to underwrite large 
commercial projects. These mercantilist rulers also asked why pri- 
vate citizens should enrich themselves with money that could be 
going to the state and ruler. They also worried that overly rich sub- 
jects might be more likely to rebel against their rule. 

One of the central features of absolutist government was the 
clear tendency to link the welfare of a country with the power of its 
ruler. If this was the case in China, which enjoyed two thousand 
years of unified government, it was even more true in France. 
There, in the absence of a long tradition of dynastic government, it 
was often only the strength of the ruler that prevented the kingdom 
from breaking into the separate provinces from which it had been 
created. Louis XIV early learned the need for a strong monarchy; 
his lesson was as important in shaping French absolutism as was 
Kangxi's Manchu heritage in shaping Chinese government policies. 

In 1648, when Louis was ten, an uprising known as the Fronde 
forced his mother and her chief minister. Cardinal Mazarin, to flee 
Paris to avoid capture by hostile armies. Although this uprising 
was poorly organized and sputtered within a few years, the revolt 
impressed the young monarch with the need to create both the 
image and the reality of a strong monarchy. When Louis assumed 
personal rule in 1661 after the death of Mazarin, he quickly estab- 
lished his authority by refusing to appoint a new chief minister and 
by arresting Nicholas Fouquet, his extremely wealthy and corrupt 
finance minister. By hard work, Louis soon convinced others he 
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was the "Sun King"; his palace at Versailles was soon the envy of 
other European monarchs. 

The challenge Louis faced was greater than that which con- 
fronted Kangxi, since the former had to create a new tradition; the 
Manchu ruler, on the other hand, had only to prove that his new 
dynasty fit into existing Chinese traditions. For centuries the French 
nobility had seen the king as only "first among equals." Louis had 
to change all that, and he did, using some of the same methods as 
his Chinese contemporary, as well as some unique ones. 

Like Kangxi, Louis employed officials loyal to him alone. But 
these differed from those in China, who were members of an an- 
cient bureaucracy. Since France lacked a traditional bureaucracy, 
Louis had to build a new bureaucracy on the foundation laid by his 
father. His objective was to create an administration that allowed 
him to undercut the power of the old nobility while he strength- 
ened his power at home and abroad. In selecting officials, the 
young king chose people from France's middle-class — men of dedi- 
cation and ability, such as Michel Le Tellier as secretary of state for 
war and Jean-Baptiste Colbert as controller-general of finance. 
These commoners, like the Manchu bondservants used by Kangxi, 
had no social or political status other than that conferred on them 
by their employer; they were loyal servants because they owed 
everything to the king. 

By employing them, the king was able to create a civil and mili- 
tary organization that freed his dynasty from dependence on the 
old noble families of the realm. Louis's appointment of Colbert, in 
particular, proved judicious. As chief financial official, Colbert at- 
tempted to create a strong, state-directed economy designed to 
make the king strong in France and France strong in Europe. His 
international goal was a favorable balance of trade. So, while the 
Chinese were producing silk for government consumption at state 
factories in Nanjing, Colbert was making France as self-sufficient as 
possible and generating income for the king by exports abroad 
from government-subsidized silk works at Lyons, linen factories at 
Arras, and pottery works at Nevers. To curb the import of foreign 
products into France, Colbert convinced the king to raise tariffs 
[taxes on foreign goods] in 1664 and 1667. 11 France's adoption of 
this mercantilist economic system was based on the belief that there 
was only a limited amount of wealth in the world, and the country 
that got to it first would prosper the most. Naturally, Colbert en- 
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couraged Frenchmen to establish trading colonies overseas, and he 
strengthened the royal navy and merchant marine in order to make 
this sort of expansion more attractive. The limited success of Col- 
bert's policies was due to their expense. The tax structure and its 
collection system could not generate enough revenue to meet mili- 
tary and civilian needs. The French farmed out tax collection to pri- 
vate citizens, or tax farmers, who had to turn in a fixed amount of 
money to the king but could keep for themselves anything collected 
beyond that amount. Such a system encouraged graft and placed a 
great burden on the poor. The fact that Louis was unable to scrap 
this system in favor of one able to produce more revenue and 
greater fairness, and the fact that the nobility remained exempt 
from taxation, show some of the limitations on absolute monarchs 
in the seventeenth century. 

That Louis used Le Tellier's professional army to engage in dy- 
nastic wars rather than using his limited funds to promote greater 
domestic prosperity shows another flaw in the system of abso- 
lutism. Dynastic wars reflected the will of a single person, and they 
served as the quickest path to necessary short-term prestige. Louis 
chose war, at first to secure glory and territory, and finally in self- 
defense. The War of Devolution, 1667-1668, was fought to get terri- 
tory in the Spanish Netherlands [modern Belgium]. It was a limited 
success but led to the less successful Dutch War of 1672-1678; the 
Dutch prevented a decisive French victory when they opened the 
dikes and flooded the territory around Amsterdam. The French did 
expand their frontiers in both wars, and they used dubious legal 
claims after 1678 to continue annexations along their eastern bor- 
der, taking the important fortress city of Strasbourg (then in the 
Holy Roman Empire) in 1681. 

All this, especially when combined with Louis' insufferable 
vanity (he offered to settle with the Dutch in 1672 if they would 
strike a gold medal in his honor, thanking him for giving them 
peace), 12 naturally alarmed Louis' neighbors. When the king moved 
troops into Germany in 1688, he soon found himself facing a coali- 
tion of Germans, Dutch, and English. The War of the League of 
Augsburg lasted until 1697 and ended in a stalemate. Louis' last 
war, also fought against many enemies, was the War of the Spanish 
Succession, 1701-1713. The decision of the French king to place his 
grandson on the vacant Spanish throne threatened the "balance of 
power" in Europe by giving the Bourbon dynasty control of two 
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major states. Louis made matters worse by refusing to promise that 
the two thrones would never be united. The "Sun King" was partly 
defeated this time. Like the earlier contests, this was a battle for 
overseas markets as well as political power, with the English fight- 
ing to capture French territories across the Atlantic as well as in Eu- 
rope. The French lost Nova Scotia and Newfoundland to the British 
in 1713 at the Peace of Utrecht. It was the prelude to further French 
defeats in the Americas later in that century. 

In the final analysis, the wars of Louis XIV damaged his coun- 
try and his dynasty as much as the wars of Kangxi had strength- 
ened his. In Louis' defense, we should note that neither his armies 
nor his territorial gains were any greater than those of the Chinese 
emperor. His pursuit of glory and prestige was probably not as de- 
termined as that of Kangxi. The reasons Louis's absolutism was less 
successful than that of Kangxi are twofold: the Chinese absolutist 
system was much older and more firmly established than that of 
France; second, in the absence of strong neighbors, the Chinese did 
not have to conduct foreign policy (the very term would have 
seemed strange to Kangxi) in the midst of a system of rival states, 
each one concerned that none of the others becomes too strong. 
Kangxi did not have to establish a tradition of strong central gov- 
ernment in the face of a hostile aristocracy. He had only to show 
that he, a Manchu, was fit to sit on the throne of the "Son of 
Heaven." In addition, Kangxi's foreign enemies were all inferior to 
him in strength. Finally, there was no "balance of power" in east 
Asia that the Chinese emperor was expected to maintain; China 
was the "central country" in east Asia in fact as well as in name. 

All this is not to excuse Louis XIV' s arrogance or errors of judg- 
ment. It was not a good idea, either politically or economically, for 
Louis to achieve religious unity by allowing his officials to perse- 
cute Huguenots [French Protestants] and in 1685 to revoke the 
Edict of Nantes, which had given them limited religious freedom. 
As a consequence, a significant number of Louis' most productive 
subjects fled to other countries, giving the king a bad image. Louis' 
splendid palace at Versailles did help him control the nobility by 
skillfully keeping them there in attendance on him. It also awed 
foreign monarchs and visitors. However, the "splendid isolation" 
of the dynasty outside of Paris alienated later Bourbon monarchs 
from their subjects contributed to the collapse of the monarchy dur- 
ing the French Revolution. While the Chinese emperors might also 
be accused of "arrogance" by a Westerner (their court ceremonial, 
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for example, was much more elaborate than that of Louis), their 
"arrogance" was sanctioned by centuries-long traditions. It was, we 
might say, an institutional rather than a personal arrogance. 

It is impossible, then, to evaluate the success or failure of either 
of these dynasts without taking into account their cultural and his- 
torical setting. For the Chinese, Kangxi proved a blessing. After 
fifty years of turmoil and inefficiency, he brought his subjects a 
long period of decisive, sensible, efficient rule. In short, he proved 
himself a conservative restorer of the old . 13 Louis, on the other 
hand, while considered a conservative by modern standards (how 
else could a modern student of government view an advocate of 
one-man rule, sanctioned by God?), was revolutionary in the con- 
text of seventeenth-century French and European history. By iden- 
tifying himself with the state, he helped to shift people's attention 
to the state as a focus for their primary loyalty . 14 His bureaucratic 
innovations, and even his wars, helped the French to see their 
country as more than a collection of provinces. Louis may not get 
the credit for this, but he did help pave the way for the day when 
the French would die for "la patrie," the "fatherland." It is one of 
the ironies of French history that a chief victim of that new spirit of 
national unity Louis helped create was the Bourbon dynasty that he 
had worked so hard to strengthen. 

Notes 

1. Kangxi (spelled K'ang-hsi in older works) was his title, not his per- 
sonal name. Chinese rulers, much like Roman Catholic popes, took a 
new name when they began their rule, and so Xuan Ye (this ruler's 
personal name) became the Kangxi emperor. Many historians simplify 
matters and avoid confusion by using the reign title or name as if it 
were a personal one. We do the same in this chapter. 

2. Silas H. L. Wu, Passage to Power : K'ang-hsi and His Heir Apparent, 
1661-1722 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979) is an ex- 
cellent study of the "murderous power struggle" between K'ang-hsi 
and his son; see a good short summary in Jonathan D. Spence, The 
Search for Modern China (New York: Norton, 1990), 69-71. 

3. Jonathan D. Spence, Emperor of China: Self-Portrait of K'ang-hsi (New 
York: Random House 1974), 57; see also 11, 12-13, 47, 58-59, 147; Louis 
XIV, King of France, Memoires for the Instruction of the Dauphin, trans- 
lated with an introduction by Paul Sonnino (New York: Free Press, 
1970), 29-30. 

4. This process by which the Manchu dynasty became both powerful and 
Chinese is discussed in the first fifty pages of Lawrence D. Kessler, 
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CHAPTER 5 


Bacon and Galileo: 
The New Science 


What did each of these men contribute to the creation of the scientific 
method? Hozv did the personality of each of these students of nature 
affect people's reaction to his work? 

W hy does an arrow shot in the air fall back to earth? Is it because 
it is seeking its "natural place"? Or is it because gravity pulls the 
arrow down? The different answers to this question explain in a 
nutshell the difference between pre-modern and modern physical 
science. Our understanding of the force of gravity and many other 
scientific laws is due in part to the pioneering work of Francis 
Bacon (1561-1626) and Galileo Galilei (1564-1642). 

Bacon was born in the Protestant England of Elizabeth I and 
Galileo in Pisa, Italy, at a time when the Catholic Church was strug- 
gling to defend its position after the Reformation sparked by Mar- 
tin Luther. 1 It was a time of religious and political turmoil, and this 
is reflected in the lives of these two men. Each was egotistical and 
made enemies. Each was also high-strung, suffered from a variety 
of minor illnesses, and ended life in partial disgrace. Bacon lost 
favor with King James I after being convicted for taking bribes 
while serving as Lord Chancellor, the king's chief legal officer. 
Galileo died under house arrest after challenging the authority of 
the Catholic Church (and making fun of the pope) in his book de- 
fending the heliocentric theory of Copernicus. 

While these two geniuses had colorful and dramatic lives, their 
fundamental importance is the challenge each offered to the philos- 
ophy of nature associated with ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle 
(384-322 b.c.e.). Aristotle, so highly regarded in medieval Europe 
that he was referred to as "the Philosopher," believed that every- 
thing on earth was composed of four elements: earth, air, fire, and 


53 


54 chapter five: Bacon and Galileo: The New Science 


water. Everything above the earth was composed of a fifth, un- 
named element. Aristotle also believed that all natural laws were 
subordinate to unchanging, Divine principles. Thus, the planets 
had to move in perfect circles because the circle was a perfect figure 
which reflected the Divine order in nature. In sum, physical laws 
were only important as illustrations of Divine Truth. It was impor- 
tant to understand the essence of objects in nature, but not their 
mechanism. It was important to understand how the body affected 
the soul but not the physical mechanisms of the body itself. Hu- 
mans should study how motion on earth, for example, revealed Di- 
vine principles, but it was not important to have accurate theories 
of why arrows fell to earth. Science was far less important than phi- 
losophy or theology. That, of course, is why the ideas of Aristotle 
appealed to the religious thinkers of medieval Europe, the "School- 
men" or "Scholastics" found in the medieval universities. 

Though they were not the very first to make this point, both 
Bacon and Galileo argued that true knowledge of physical nature 
required experiments to discover just how and why nature acted as 
it did. Bacon promoted a method of logical reasoning known as in- 
ductive thinking, which requires us to collect specific examples 
before drawing general conclusions. This was the opposite of Aris- 
totelian logic, which used general theological or philosophical prin- 
ciples to explain particular events. Galileo accepted general or 
abstract principles, but wanted these based on geometry at a time 
when mathematics was considered of little value. He also wanted 
to test the truth of these principles with experiments. Both men 
wanted to know God through a study of nature, but, as Galileo put 
it, nature "is written in the language of mathematics, and its charac- 
ters are triangles, circles, and other geometrical figures, without 
which it is humanly impossible to understand a single word of 
it. . . ," 2 Bacon and Galileo's studies in what they called "natural 
philosophy" became the basis of the modern scientific method. 

Francis Bacon grew up in the highest circles of Elizabethan 
England. His father held office under Henry VIII and Elizabeth I; 
his mother had served as a tutor to Elizabeth's brother. King Ed- 
ward VI, and his cousin Robert Cecil was a chief minister at the end 
of Elizabeth's reign. The Bacon family property bordered that of the 
queen, and it was said that young Francis amused the queen by 
giving his age as "I am two years younger than Her Majesty's 
happy reign ." 3 His association with the "rich and famous" of his 
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day caused some inner conflict for Bacon. He claimed that he 
wanted nothing more than the life of a quiet scholar, yet he spent a 
great deal of time seeking important political positions or other 
forms of "royal preferment," as it was called. Bacon was a man of 
wide-ranging intellectual ability who once said, "I take all knowl- 
edge as my province," without realizing how arrogant that might 
sound to others. He is one of the few Western thinkers whose books 
are found in today's library listed under both humanities and sci- 
ence. He wrote plays, literary essays, and legal, philosophical, and 
political treatises while leading an active political life. 

As a teenager. Bacon spent two years at Cambridge University, 
where he "fell into dislike of the philosophy of Aristotle" because 
of its "unfruitfulness." After serving briefly as a lower-level diplo- 
matic official in Paris for several years. Bacon returned to England, 
became a lawyer at twenty-one and a member of Parliament two 
years later. During the rest of Elizabeth's reign, he sought royal ap- 
pointments without much success. Bacon was refused the job of 
attorney-general, which was given to his rival. Sir Edward Coke, 
who also married a girl Bacon had been courting. His friendship 
with Robert Dudley, the Earl of Essex, a close friend of the queen's, 
proved unfortunate when Essex fell out of Elizabeth's favor, was 
convicted of treason, and was executed. 4 It was not until the reign 
of Elizabeth's successor, James I, that Bacon's fortunes improved. 
He flattered the new monarch in the introduction to his Advance- 
ment of Learning (1605) by saying that "there has not been since 
Christ's time any king ... so learned in all literature and erudition, 
divine and human." 5 Such language may have helped Bacon finally 
achieve high office, culminating in his appointment as Lord Chan- 
cellor, the chief legal official, in 1618. Bacon, however, soon had a 
falling-out with the Duke of Buckingham, one of the king's fa- 
vorites, and the king didn't save him when Bacon's enemies in Par- 
liament convicted him of bribery in 1621. He was fined heavily, 
temporarily jailed, and forbidden to hold public office or even 
come within thirty miles of the court for the rest of his life. Bacon 
died in debt in 1626, his public service soon forgotten, his philo- 
sophical writings long remembered. 

Much of Bacon's importance as a pioneer of modern science 
stems from his analysis of how humans think found in his Novum 
Organum [New Instrument of Reasoning], published in 1620. In this 
work. Bacon described certain prejudices, or "Idols," which cause 
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us to make errors in reasoning and keep us from discovering use- 
ful, practical knowledge. Here he also made his famous distinction 
between deductive and inductive reasoning. Before we could begin 
to think clearly about nature, Bacon was convinced, we had to rid 
ourselves of the four "Idols of the Mind," prejudices that keep us 
from seeing the world as it really exists. These idols include those 
common to all humans (Idols of the Tribe) and those peculiar to in- 
dividuals (Idols of the Cave). The third group (Idols of the Market- 
place) developed through contact with others, and the fourth (Idols 
of the Theater) were found in false philosophies [thinking here es- 
pecially of Aristotle], "founded on too narrow a basis of experience 
and natural history ." 6 After abandoning idols, humans had to learn 
a new form of logic, or reasoning. In the deductive reasoning fa- 
vored by the Aristotelians, Bacon wrote, we start "with axioms of 
the most general kind, and from these principles . . . proceed to 
judgement and to the discovery of intermediate axioms." The bet- 
ter, inductive way of reasoning "calls forth axioms from the senses 
and . . . by a gradual and continuous ascent . . . arrive[s] at the 
most general axioms last of all ." 7 This second form of reasoning 
from specific instances to a general conclusion, when combined 
with empirical knowledge [derived from the senses] would become 
one of the foundations of the scientific method. Bacon knew that we 
could never really understand nature without precise examination 
of the physical world. What process of abstract thought could have 
led us to believe, he wrote, that silk could come from a worm spin- 
ning? We had to see it. At the same time, he realized that the senses 
often deceive us. We need a combination of observation and ratio- 
nal calculation. Bacon dismissed both the mere fact collectors and 
the rationalists who ignored empirical observation: 

The Empirics are like ants; they gather and consume. The Ratio- 
nalists are spiders spinning webs out of themselves. But the bee 
combines both functions. It gathers its material from flowers of 
garden and field, and digests and transforms them by a faculty of 
its own. This is the only true philosophy. 8 

Bacon wanted us all to imitate the bees, not only because they 
combined collection of material with adequate processing of it, but 
also because they produced something useful. Bacon is famous for 
saying that "knowledge is power" and because of that phrase he 
has been accused of promoting the human exploitation of the nat- 
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ural environment that haunts us today. That is a misreading. Bacon 
said we should seek knowledge, not so we could dominate others 
or nature, "nor for reward, or fame, or power," but "to direct and 
bring it to perfection in charity, for the benefit and use of life." Sci- 
ence, like religion. Bacon believed, should be judged by its fruits. 9 
However, to use science to help humans, we need the accurate 
knowledge of nature that could only be acquired through careful 
experimentation. 

Scientific experiments cost money. Bacon has been called the 
"first great statesman of science" because, even as a young man, he 
promoted government support of scientific research. In 1591 he 
proposed to Queen Elizabeth that she establish a group of coun- 
cilors to advise her on scientific matters. He also recommended a 
government-sponsored research library, a botanical garden and 
zoo, a museum of inventions, and a research laboratory. 10 Years 
later, in New Atlantis, Bacon described an imaginary utopian com- 
munity where scientists rode in fancy carriages and the govern- 
ment, among other things, sponsored experiments in refrigeration 
and horticulture and built laboratories for the study of optics and 
acoustics. 11 

When we combine Bacon's political career with his philosophi- 
cal writings, we see a man who propagandized mightily on behalf 
of the importance of correct reasoning and experimentation in sci- 
ence, yet he was less a scientist than a "man of letters." Over a cen- 
tury after Bacon's death, two famous European thinkers, Voltaire 
and David Hume, acclaimed Bacon as the man whose ideas pointed 
out the road to true science. Both said, however, that Galileo was 
the one who actually began to travel that road. Hume noted that 
Bacon was ignorant of geometry, while Galileo excelled in it. Later 
historians of science have echoed this view, applauding Bacon for 
promoting science but valuing Galileo for doing science. 12 On those 
relatively few occasions when Bacon did write scientific treatises, 
he accepted some silly ideas such as the belief that drinking gun- 
powder mixed in water before a battle could give a soldier 
courage. 13 By modern standards, Galileo was certainly the better 
scientist of the two. 

Like Bacon, Galileo was born into a noble family, although a 
poorer one. His father was a musician — and Galileo was the oldest 
of seven children. He received his early education at a monastery 
near Florence but entered the University of Pisa in 1581 to study 
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medicine. While there he had his first doubts about Aristotle's nat- 
ural philosophy, finding it hard to believe that the speed of falling 
bodies was proportional to their size, as Aristotle said. 14 He became 
so fascinated by geometry that he changed his major (as we would 
say) from medicine to mathematics. Although he left the university 
in 1585 without a degree, he completed several early studies, one 
showing that the amount of water displaced by an object was deter- 
mined by its density. These earned him a position teaching mathe- 
matics at the University of Pisa in 1589. Three years later, after 
showing that light and heavy bodies fall to earth at the same rate 
(and that their shape has nothing to do with their rate of fall, as the 
Aristotelian philosophers argued), Galileo secured a new mathe- 
matics position at the University of Padua in the Republic of 
Venice. There he earned three times the salary he was paid at 
Pisa, 15 and he stayed there for eighteen years before returning in 
1610 to spend the rest of his life in his home state of Tuscany. 

Galileo's first and most important scientific work involved the 
study of terrestrial [earthly] motion. His later, more dramatic de- 
fense of the Copernican, or heliocentric, theory led to his trial and 
condemnation by the Catholic Church. However, this more famous 
part of his life was less important in the history of science than his 
studies of gravity and the motion of objects. He demonstrated 
mathematically in 1604 not only that bodies of different weight fall 
at the same speed but that their rate of fall increases uniformly, at 
the rate of 32 feet per second. (The story that he dropped weights 
from the leaning tower of Pisa is a later invention.) He also used 
geometry to develop the "law of parabolic fall," demonstrating that 
a ball thrown will follow a semi-parabolic, or curved, path as grav- 
ity pulls it to earth. His demonstration of the laws of inertia proved 
that an object will keep moving if there is no friction to stop it, and 
it doesn't need a force pushing it, as the Aristotelians argued. These 
laws of gravity and motion are taught as basic principles in intro- 
ductory physics courses today. 16 

Galileo was also important in the history of science because he 
was one of the first people to combine mathematical analysis with a 
study of the physical properties of objects. He also emphasized the 
testing of a hypothesis with experiments and tried to predict what 
would happen in a scientific experiment. One example of how his 
method challenged the Aristotelians concerned the volume of 
water in a bottle. The Aristotelian university professors said that 
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water decreased in volume as it froze because there was an empty 
space between the surface of the water and the layer of frozen ice in 
a bottle. Galileo said that frozen water could also break a bottle. 
Did that prove that the volume increased? He suggested placing ice 
cubes in water to see if the water level rose when they melted, as 
Aristotelian theory predicted. Since the water remains level when 
the ice melts, Galileo was proved correct and the Aristo-telians 
wrong. 17 

In 1609, while still working for the doge [ruler] of Venice, 
Galileo heard about the recent Dutch invention of a telescope; he 
immediately built one powerful enough to see ships in the harbor 
two hours before they could be seen by the naked eye. 18 This im- 
pressed the doge, who tried unsuccessfully to keep Galileo from 
leaving the Venetian Republic by increasing his salary. This inven- 
tion shows that Galileo understood the connection between science 
and technology and, like Bacon, wanted science to be directly use- 
ful to humans. Galileo also invented a thermometer and something 
he called a "geometric and military compass," or "sector." This was 
the remote ancestor of the modern slide rule, which has now been 
replaced by the indispensable pocket calculator. 19 Of course, the 
most important product of Galileo's technical expertise was the 
telescope, and the most dangerous thing he did with it was to point 
it toward the heavens. 

Galileo's Starry Messenger, published in 1610, announced that 
the telescope revealed a rough surface on the moon, something 
which the Aristotelians did not think possible because the heavenly 
bodies were not supposed to be solid objects. In the same work, he 
announced that he had discovered four moons around Jupiter, and 
later that year he verified that the planet Venus had phases like the 
moon. All these discoveries supported the theory of Nicholas 
Copernicus (published in 1543) that the planets moved around the 
sun instead of the earth. Galileo announced his support for the 
Copernican theory in 1613. Since this theory was not supported by 
a literal reading of the Bible, and was not yet proven conclusively, 
the Catholic Church placed Copernicus' book on the Index of For- 
bidden Books in 1616. Galileo was told in 1616, in a meeting with 
the head of the Holy Office of the Inquisition [charged with protect- 
ing the faith and persecuting heretics] in Rome, that he could no 
longer publicly "defend or hold" the doctrine "that the earth moves 
around the Sun and that the Sun is stationary in the center of the 
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world and does not move from east to west." 20 He could continue 
to discuss the ideas of Copernicus, but only as a hypothesis, not as 
the truth. While many churchmen accepted the ideas of Coperni- 
cus, the church as an institution could not yet bring itself to aban- 
don older views. All went well until 1632, when Galileo published 
Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems — Ptolemaic and 
Copernican. With weeks he was summoned to Rome to be put on 
trial for heresy. While his book had not said the heliocentric theory 
was correct in so many words, it was clear that Galileo's strongest 
arguments supported it. In Rome, the seventy-year-old Galileo was 
shown the instruments of torture which could be used on him if he 
refused to recant. He did, although a popular legend (colorful but 
untrue) has it that he whispered as he left the room, "but it still 
moves." 

While it has often been said that the trial of Galileo was a clear 
case of narrow-minded religious leaders interfering with science, 
the story is more complicated. Some say that Galileo's abrasive per- 
sonality was part of the problem. Galileo's supporter from Flo- 
rence, Cardinal Maffeo Barberini, had been elected Pope VIII in 
1623 and had welcomed Galileo to Rome, assuring him that he 
could continue to write about Copernicus but asking him to be dis- 
creet and not issue a frontal challenge to church authority. The 
pope was surely insulted when Galileo put some of Barberini's 
views in the mouth of the weakest character in his Dialogue, a man 
named Simplicio. Galileo was also undiplomatic in dealings with 
his Aristotelian enemies, some of whom were priests and scholars 
whom he angered by harsh verbal assaults on them. In a Letter to 
Castelli, in 1613, for example, he bluntly said that if science and 
Scripture disagreed, one should follow the dictates of science: 

I do not feel obliged to believe that the same God who has en- 
dowed us with senses, reason, and intellect has intended us to 
forgo their use and by some other means to give us knowledge 
which we can attain by them. He would not require us to deny 
sense and reason in physical matters which are set before our eyes 
and minds by direct experience or necessary demonstrations . 21 

On another occasion, Galileo wrote that theologians "should 
not arrogate to themselves the authority to decide on controversies 
in professions which they have neither studied nor practiced." 22 He 
said these things, knowing that he could not himself prove that 
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Copernicus was correct. That proof would come only in 1687 when 
Isaac Newton mathematically proved the law of universal gravita- 
tion. While Galileo's words read like a stirring declaration of intel- 
lectual freedom to people of our day, who value the separation of 
church and state, they might look differently if we put ourselves in 
the shoes of church officials. Galileo's work could seem to them an 
arrogant threat at a time when the church had lost half of its mem- 
bers as a consequence of the Protestant Reformation. Also, church 
leaders considered individual salvation more important than theo- 
ries of how planets moved. "They feared," one modern scientist re- 
minds us, "that the idea of a nongeocentric world might seem to 
undermine the supremacy of humans in God's plan, thereby con- 
fusing people and threatening their salvation." On the other hand, 
one scholar is convinced that Galileo was a devout Catholic who 
published the Dialogue precisely to prove that the church supported 
the new science. In his view, the church encouraged Galileo in this 
belief and then abandoned him when he was attacked. Galileo's 
judges did use a forged document, which said that Galileo had 
been told not only that he couldn't defend Copernicanism but also 
that he was not even to "discuss" it. 23 The conflict between Galileo 
and the church was clearly a complex one. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the "Galileo controversy" 
was that Galileo himself, even while defending Copernicus, refused 
to accept the conclusion of Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) that the 
planets moved in elliptical orbits. Galileo rejected this belief, surpris- 
ingly, using the Aristotelian argument that orbits must be perfect 
circles. It is also interesting that Galileo supported the Copernican 
theory because the movement of the earth, he believed, was respon- 
sible for the ebb and flow of the tides. 24 He originally wanted to call 
his Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems a Dialogue on the 
Tides. He was wrong about the tides, which we know are caused by 
the gravitational pull of the moon, just as he was wrong about circu- 
lar orbits of planets. 

The errors of fact and the personal problems which beset Bacon 
and Galileo remind us of the importance of hindsight in under- 
standing the past. Textbooks, and even essays such as this, can 
make it appear that Bacon and Galileo were aware that they were 
part of an intellectual and scientific revolution. Because we see 
them as two of the first "modern" thinkers in western Europe, it is 
easy to assume that they saw themselves that way as well. They 
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may have, since each had a strong sense of his own self-importance. 
On the other hand, they could not know how others would use 
their ideas. Bacon's emphasis on inductive reasoning certainly 
helped people understand nature better in the centuries to come. It 
was far more important than the political appointments he sought 
so diligently throughout his life. Had he actually been honored 
with high office by Elizabeth or earlier in the reign of James I, he 
might not have had the time to write the great works on which his 
fame rests today. Galileo's emphasis on experimentation and his 
linking of mathematics and physics were far more important than 
his defense of Copernicanism or his other work in astronomy. 

In the final analysis, then, we write history, in part at least, by 
what we choose to remember about those who have gone before us. 
One of the things we choose to remember about Bacon and Galileo 
is that their work allowed us to view the natural world as pre- 
dictable. Perhaps we should remember as well that they viewed the 
natural world with great respect and even humility. Galileo wrote 
in his Dialogue that "there is not a single effect in nature . . . such 
that the most ingenious theorists can arrive at a complete under- 
standing of it." Bacon said that "we can only command nature by 
obeying her." More colorful, but expressing somewhat the same 
sentiment, are these words of twentieth-century science writer 
Loren Eiseley, who described Bacon in words which might also 
apply to Galileo: "he walked to the doorway of the future, flung it 
wide, and said to his trembling and laggard audience, 'Look. There 
is tomorrow. Take it with charity lest it destroy you.' " 25 
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CHAPTER 6 


Burke and Condorcet: 
Are People Perfectible? 


Are human beings perfectible, or are they fallen creatures who need to 
be controlled by their superiors? Can human nature and moral 
progress be understood through rational calculation? 

It is a sign of the intellectual mood of the eighteenth century that 
this question, which most of us would consider private and reli- 
gious, became public and political. After centuries, even millennia, 
in which the basic structure of government and society had been 
taken for granted, political thinkers such as Montesquieu (1689— 
1755), Voltaire (1694-1778), and Rousseau (1712-1778) began to 
earnestly and self-consciously wonder which form of government 
was best, and how to make governments more responsive to the 
needs of larger numbers of people. 

However, the thinkers of the eighteenth century did more than 
wonder. The last years of the century gave both the English and the 
French the opportunity to implement some of their theories of gov- 
ernment. In the 1770s, the transplanted English in the North Ameri- 
can colonies complained about "taxation without representation" 
and fought a successful war to free themselves from England and 
what they called the "tyranny" of English King George III. In 1787, 
guided by the ideas of European thinkers, the Americans designed a 
new republic with elected lawmaking bodies and a "Bill of Rights" 
to protect its citizens. Political rights — the right to vote and hold 
office — were limited to adult white males, who elected George Wash- 
ington first president of the new United States of America in 1789. 

In that same year, a more radical experiment began in France, 
when inept monarch Louis XVI called together representatives 
of each of the three Estates of the Realm (Clergy, Nobility, and Com- 
moners) to deal with the bankruptcy of the French government. The 
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Third Estate (Commoners) soon took over and declared themselves 
a National Assembly. Within four years, the French created first a 
constitutional monarchy and later a republic; the king was executed 
in January 1793. 

These two revolutions — and particularly the one in France, 
which resulted in a series of wars, culminating with the defeat of 
Napoleon in 1815 — led people to take more seriously words such as 
liberty and equality. A centuries-old social structure, marked by a 
distinct aristocratic ruling class and an equally distinct group of 
lower- and middle-class “subjects," was collapsing. At issue was 
not only which form of government was best but also how human 
nature should be understood. 

The basic link between human nature and government was ad- 
dressed most directly and dramatically at this time by two men, Ed- 
mund Burke (1729-1797) in England and Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nico- 
las Caritat, Marquis de Condorcet (1743-1794) in France. An English 
politician with nearly thirty years experience in Parliament, Burke 
expressed his anger at the French revolutionaries in Reflections on the 
Revolution in France, written in 1790. Condorcet, a social philosopher, 
expressed his optimism about the future in his Sketch for a Historical 
Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind, written in 1793. 

Both Burke and Condorcet were public men, as well as men of 
letters, who served their respective states for many years. Each had 
a consistent view of how people ought to be governed. Each looked 
to history to justify his beliefs, and each wanted humans to be as 
free as possible. Both opposed the tyranny of an unthinking elec- 
torate and that of an unchecked, absolute monarch. The political 
and personal lives of both thinkers were marked by emotional 
struggle. Burke was a middle-class Irishman trying to succeed in 
the aristocratic political world of eighteenth-century England. Con- 
dorcet was an aristocrat who became a republican and voted to de- 
pose the king in 1792. 

The central issue dividing these two passionate publicists is one 
which continues to intrigue many of us two centuries later: are 
human beings perfectible on this earth? To this question, the 
violently antireligious "liberal" Condorcet answered yes; the tradi- 
tionally religious "conservative" Burke said no. The question is de- 
ceptive because, while it can be answered briefly, the implications 
of the answer are far-reaching, and very divisive. A look at the lives 
and thoughts of these two men can help us see why this is so. 
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Born on New Year's Day in 1729 in Dublin of a Protestant fa- 
ther and a Roman Catholic mother, Edmund Burke was "pure 
Irish," in the words of one biographer. Although raised as a Protes- 
tant, his later sympathy for the Catholics in Ireland [who were then 
denied all political rights] may have been stimulated by his close- 
ness to his mother; also, between the ages of six and eleven he lived 
with his mother's relatives. Burke received his college degree in 
Dublin before going to London to study law in 1750. Despite his fa- 
ther's wishes, the young man found traveling, coffee-houses, and 
debating clubs more interesting than legal studies. He lived this 
carefree life for a half-dozen years until his father cut off his al- 
lowance. Burke settled down in 1757; in that year, he married Jane 
Nugent and published one of his first major literary works, an 
essay On the Sublime and the Beautiful , a philosophical study of what 
constitutes beauty. 1 

Burke's life-long interest in politics soon led him away from the 
literary career he had planned. From 1759 to 1765, he worked in 
London and Dublin for William Hamilton, chief secretary of the 
British government for Ireland. During this time, he wrote a tract 
against the "Popery Laws," which were used by the British to keep 
the Catholic Irish in the status of second-class citizens. After a dis- 
agreement with Hamilton in 1765, Burke became private secretary 
to the Marquis of Rockingham, leader of the mild opposition or 
Whig faction in the British Parliament. A seat in the House of Com- 
mons was arranged for Burke, and he remained a member for 
nearly thirty years, retiring in 1794. 

It was in Parliament that Burke made his reputation as an ora- 
tor and a supporter of limited government. In a 1770 essay on 
"Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontent," he argued 
against the attempt by George III to play a more active role in gov- 
erning the country, and, in a famous speech in 1774 after the Boston 
Tea Party, he urged Parliament to remove the duty on tea for the 
sake of peace with America and the preservation of the empire. 
One can picture the intense Irishman (contemporaries said he 
spoke quickly and with an Irish brogue) addressing these words to 
his colleagues: 

Be content to bind America by laws of trade; you have always 
done it. . . . Do not burden them with taxes; you were not used 
to do so from the beginning. . . . When you drive him hard, the 
boar will surely turn upon the hunters. 
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Burke believed that the English government did have the right 
to tax the colonies; it was part of the crown's sovereignty [right to 
govern]. But he warned that, "if that sovereignty and their freedom 
cannot be reconciled, which will they take? They will cast your sov- 
ereignty in your face. Nobody will be argued into slavery." 2 Burke 
proved correct. The Americans put their practical needs ahead of 
their loyalty to the mother country. Because Burke had supported 
the Americans against George Ill's government and the Catholic 
Irish against the "Protestant Ascendancy," as the English rule in 
Ireland was known in those days, many were surprised when he 
argued so strongly in 1790 against the actions of the French revolu- 
tionaries. Had Burke lost his "liberal" spirit as he aged? Was he 
being inconsistent in supporting freedom for Americans but not for 
the French? Thomas Jefferson, for one, was "astonished" by Burke's 
views on the French Revolution and suggested that it was evidence 
of "the rottenness of his mind." Even a more conservative John 
Adams agreed. 3 

However, Edmund Burke had not become soft-headed in his 
old age, as these detractors thought. True, the language he used to 
describe the French revolutionaries in his Reflections was often in- 
temperate, as when he described the revolution, then little more 
than a year old, as a "strange chaos of levity and ferocity ... all 
sorts of crimes jumbled together with all sorts of follies." 4 Later in 
the book, he heaped exaggerated praise on the French queen, 
Marie-Antoinette, who had been forced by a mob to leave her 
palace at Versailles. Burke lamented that the age of chivalry was 
gone and had been succeeded by one "of sophisters, economists, 
and calculators . . . the glory of Europe is extinguished forever." 5 
As dramatic and romantic as this language is, it does contain some 
insight. Early on, Burke understood that the French were doing 
more than just remodeling their government a bit. 

They were, in fact, changing the very basis of government. One 
of the first articles of their "Declaration of the Rights of Man and 
the Citizen, "a bill of rights drawn up by the revolutionary National 
Assembly in the late summer of 1789, stated that "all sovereignty 
resides in the nation." This was a genuinely revolutionary state- 
ment, for it suggested that the right to govern came not from God 
but from the people, not from above but from below. Long before 
many of his contemporaries, Burke sensed — perhaps intuitively — 
what this would mean. Although the revolutionaries had not yet 
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overthrown the monarchy when Burke wrote, their new abstract 
principles of government based upon popular sovereignty (or mob 
rule, as Burke called it) would allow them to make this change 
whenever they had the desire and the votes. 

It also angered Burke that the French leaders were "atheists," a 
word he used frequently in the Reflections. They confiscated all 
church property in France in the fall of 1789 in order to provide secu- 
rity for the national debt. In Burke's view, this was immoral, illegal, 
and a bold attempt to destroy religion. Again, despite his strident 
language, he had a point. The ideals of the French revolutionaries 
were profoundly secular; they wished to free people from "the 
chains of superstition" so that they could guide their lives by the 
rules of reason. The revolutionaries saw reason as something op- 
posed to religion. Burke did not. Twenty years earlier, in 1769, Burke 
had written that "politics ought to be adjusted not to human reason- 
ings but to human nature; of which reason is but a part, and by no 
means the greatest part." 6 

Although a reformer in the context of English politics, Burke 
wanted to base change on tradition. "A disposition to preserve, and 
an ability to improve, taken together, would be my standard of a 
statesman," he told the French. 7 People's political rights, he argued, 
were established by long usage and custom. They could not be 
based upon some abstract rule of justice. Such changes as the 
French were making, and especially their replacement of aristocrats 
by middle-class commoners in the government, would subvert "the 
natural order of things." 8 

Burke's basic objections to the work and ideas of the French 
revolutionaries reveal more than his basic distrust of reason and ab- 
stractions. They show him to be a man with little faith in human 
ability to use reason. He admitted this at one point in the Reflec- 
tions, when he wrote 

We are afraid to put men to life to trade each on his own private 
stock of reason, because we suspect that this stock in each man is 
small. . . . 9 

By the end of the eighteenth century, almost all political thinkers be- 
lieved that people had certain rights. Burke and Condorcet, in fact, 
agreed that people had the right to justice, personal security, and 
protection of their property. It is interesting that Burke added to his 
particular list of rights, however, the right to have governments 
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place "a sufficient restraint upon their passions." 10 Condorcet, while 
he agreed that people do not always act in their own interest, pre- 
ferred to stress the duty of governments to enlighten rather than 
their obligations to punish. Whereas Burke was a pessimistic Christ- 
ian, Condorcet was an optimistic atheist. This is one of the unex- 
pected twists we find when comparing the two men. 

Another twist is that Nicolas Condorcet, an accomplished 
mathematician, was as "religious" in pursuit of his truth as Burke, 
the defender of tradition and history, was "empirical" [depending 
upon experience or observation alone] in pursuing his. Condorcet's 
intense hostility to religion is one of the most notable features of his 
political writings. This hostility may have been created in part by 
his very religious upbringing. After his father's death a month after 
Condorcet's birth, his mother — who had been widowed twice — 
consoled herself by dedicating her young son to the Virgin Mary 
and dressing him in girl's clothes until he was eight. Condorcet was 
also educated by the Jesuits [a religious order of priests who had a 
reputation as good teachers but also as very scheming politicians]. 11 

Young Condorcet's dislike of religion may also have been aided 
by his attraction to mathematics. At age twenty-two, he had an 
"Essay on Integral Calculus" published by the prestigious French 
Academy of Science, a body which admitted him to membership 
several years later in 1769. During these years, Condorcet was also 
the protege [under the care and protection] of famous French math- 
ematician Jean d'Alembert. He showed great promise. 

However, just as Burke was drawn from literature and philoso- 
phy into the world of politics, so, too, was Condorcet drawn from 
the study of mathematics into what one biographer has called "so- 
cial mathematics." In the mid-1770s, Condorcet was becoming con- 
vinced that one could find the same kind of certainty in "the moral 
and political sciences" that one found in the physical sciences. After 
all, a century earlier Isaac Newton had discovered a mathematical 
formula which described the movement of the planets around the 
sun and the force of gravity. Was it not only a matter of time before 
we discovered laws which could make rational sense of the moral, 
social, and political behavior of people? To the quest for this "social 
science," Condorcet committed his life. He had faith that politics 
could be understood scientifically. 

Since he believed that "to do good, one must have at least as 
much power as goodwill," Condorcet associated himself with 
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Jacques Turgot (1727-1781), an economic and political reformer 
who attempted to strengthen the financial structure of the Old 
Regime [government of France before the revolution] during the 
mid-1770s. After Turgot was dismissed as controller-general of 
France in 1776, Condorcet continued his work, publishing an im- 
portant "Essay on the Application of Mathematics to the Theory of 
Decision Making" in 1785. In this work he tried to show that one 
could use a calculus of probability to determine whether or not a 
given legislative body would produce what he called a "true" (i.e., 
enlightened) decision. Basically, his argument was that good peo- 
ple make good decisions; bad (i.e., unenlightened) people make 
bad ones. It is interesting that, either despite or because of his belief 
in the value of mathematical abstractions, Condorcet was no more 
willing than Burke to let the uneducated mob rule. However, un- 
like Burke, Condorcet went out of his way to stress the importance 
of educating "the mob." He turned in a lengthy "Report on the 
General Organization of Public Instruction" to the French National 
Assembly in April 1792. 12 

After the French Revolution broke out, Condorcet's political ac- 
tivities became more direct. He was elected to the revolutionary 
legislative assembly in 1791 and was one of the first to declare him- 
self in favor of a republic after he realized that King Louis XVI 
would not wish to cooperate with the revolutionaries. After the 
king was deposed in the fall of 1792, Condorcet soon found himself 
among the more conservative members of the new legislative body 
of the republic, called the Convention. He drew up a plan for a new 
constitution in February 1793. His plan, which would have pro- 
vided for a system of representative government with universal 
male suffrage, was dismissed when his party (the Girondins) was 
replaced in mid-summer by the more radical Jacobins. 13 

When the Jacobins took over the Convention, not only was Con- 
dorcet's attempt to create a "rational politics" ended, but he was 
soon ordered arrested when he attacked the new Jacobin constitu- 
tion. It was during those last months of 1793, while in hiding in order 
to avoid execution, that Condorcet wrote his most optimistic and 
most famous essay, his Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of 
the Human Mind. It is in this work, which begins with the bold asser- 
tion "that nature has set no term to the perfection of human faculties 
. . . the perfectibility of man is truly indefinite," that the differences 
between Condorcet and Burke become most apparent. 14 
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Condorcet's Sketch was really just the outline for a much longer 
work that he was unable to complete before he left his hiding place, 
was arrested, and died in prison in March 1794. In this work, he 
planned to trace human progress through nine stages, running from 
earliest times to the beginning of the French Revolution. A chapter 
on the "Tenth Stage" was to describe "the future progress of the 
human mind." In each of the earlier stages of history, human at- 
tempts to make progress — usually defined in scientific or materialis- 
tic terms — had been stymied by greedy priests and despotic rulers, 
who used elaborate religious systems and sheer force to keep most 
people ignorant. It was only in the last few centuries before his own, 
Condorcet believed, that men and women began to throw off then- 
prejudices and superstitions and to become more rational, more 
willing to question authority and to think for themselves. 15 

It is in his description of the future that Condorcet becomes the 
most lyrical. "The time will therefore come when the sun will shine 
only on free men who know no other master but their reason; when 
tyrants and slaves, priests and their stupid or hypocritical instru- 
ments will exist only in works of history and on the stage," he wrote 
at the beginning of this chapter. 16 Condorcet expected that various 
kinds of inequality — in wealth, status, and education — would all be 
reduced if not eliminated. Medical discoveries would, he predicted 
correctly, lengthen human life. He also noted, again correctly, that 
the stock of human knowledge would increase, not because people 
would become more intelligent, but because they would learn how 
to measure and classify facts more carefully. Condorcet announced 
that the future would see greater equality for women, and even 
something like what we call social security: "guaranteeing people in 
old age a means of livelihood produced partly by their own savings 
and partly by the savings of others who make the same outlay, but 
who die before they need to reap the reward." 17 

All this would happen, Condorcet was convinced, because peo- 
ple would continue, despite occasional setbacks, to apply abstract 
reason to the solution of human problems. Of course, it was just 
that use of abstract reason, in Edmund Burke's view, which caused 
the problems associated with the French Revolution in the first 
place. If the revolutionaries had not turned politics into an ideology 
[set of ideas] but had left it the art of working with people, there 
would be less pain in the world. If people like Condorcet were less 
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intent on removing "prejudices" such as religion and, instead, were 
willing to learn from them, changes might come slowly but be more 
lasting. 

Burke had his point, even if he did underestimate the abuses 
and errors of the royal government in France before 1789, and even 
if he was unwilling to admit that a concerted effort at social and po- 
litical change can sometimes change things for the better (e.g., the 
New Deal or the civil rights movement in the United States). But 
Condorcet also had a point, or rather a vision, which causes people 
to continue to read his Sketch to this day. If Burke anticipated the 
warnings issued by many twentieth-century political conservatives, 
Condorcet was an intellectual ancestor of many reforming liberals. 
If Condorcet was naive in believing that moral progress could be 
made the subject of a calculus of probabilities, or that moral 
progress would necessarily follow from material progress — and he 
was, at least he put the accent on the improvement of people rather 
than on their control. That idea, even if wrong, has something up- 
lifting about it. 

If to Burke must go the award for common sense, to Condorcet 
must go the prize for hope. In the two centuries since the deaths of 
these men, many statesmen have concluded that we need both of 
these virtues. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Toussaint and Tecumseh: 
Resisting the Odds 


Two leaders try to resist those who would enslave or exterminate 
them. Did either have a chance of succeeding? What legacy did they 
leave for us? 

Th e nineteenth century was the great age of Western imperial ex- 
pansion. Rich new lands had already been discovered and partially 
explored by white Europeans in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. Bol- 
stered by their superior technology and their belief in a "civilizing 
mission," Western countries extended and tightened their economic 
and political control over lands occupied by races they considered 
inferior. By the end of the century, the industrialized nations of the 
northern hemisphere dominated much of the rest of the world with 
a series of colonies, territories, and "spheres of influence." 

However, the path of conquest and control was not always a 
smooth one. Despite inferior weapons and faint hopes of success, 
native leaders often resisted the white conquerors. Occasionally, a 
superior leader among the nonwhite peoples was even able to de- 
feat or temporarily delay the conquerors. Toussaint L'Ouverture 
(1744-1803) and Tekamthi (1768-1813), whose name was later 
spelled Tecumseh by whites to make it easier to pronounce, were 
two such men. 

Between 1792 and 1802, ex-slave Toussaint created an army of 
blacks and mulattos [persons of mixed race] which dominated His- 
paniola, a Caribbean island with a French colony in its western half 
and a Spanish one in its eastern half. His defeat of English, Spanish, 
and French armies sent against him in the French colony of Sainto 
Domingo led to the establishment of the independent black nation 
of Haiti in 1804, a year after his death. A year later, Shawnee Indian 
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warrior Tecumseh began his attempt to unite the Indian tribes in 
the Ohio and Mississippi river valleys of North America. His 
seven-year effort to create an Indian confederation to prevent fur- 
ther seizure of Indian lands ended with his death in 1813, during 
the War of 1812 between Britain and the United States. Both men 
are remembered as brilliant military leaders and humane states- 
men. Both were seen as worthy opponents by those who fought 
against them. While neither was able to ensure the prosperity of his 
people, each proved to be a shrewd political leader. Toussaint and 
Tecumseh left to their respective peoples a legacy of achievement 
and hope; each had a vision of freedom and racial harmony which 
transcended their place and time. 

Visions of freedom were in short supply among the slaves of 
Sainto Domingo when the great French Revolution broke out in the 
mother country in 1789. By that date, nearly 1 million Africans had 
arrived, imported to labor on the 800 sugar plantations. Although 
the slaves outnumbered the white masters ten to one and the mu- 
lattos seventeen to one, their death rate was much higher. Since 
many slaves were killed for sport or worked to death, the colony 
had to import large numbers of Africans (forty thousand in 1787, 
for example) to keep the slave population at full strength. 1 

Despite the fact that his mother was a slave, Toussaint was bet- 
ter off than most members of his race. His father was a free man, 
educated by Christian missionaries, who gave Toussaint the oppor- 
tunity to learn to read and write; he also mastered a few Latin 
phrases, which he later repeated to the amazement of his troops. 
His education allowed him to become a house slave, which guaran- 
teed him better treatment than that given field hands. 2 

It was the reaction by the white planters to the French Revolu- 
tion's extension of political rights which gave the oppressed blacks 
their opportunity for revolt and Toussaint his chance for leader- 
ship. In 1790, the colonial planters were given the right to govern 
themselves through a colonial assembly. The planters sought to 
deny political rights to mulattos, although the mulattos owned 
about a third of the land and a quarter of the colony's slaves. In re- 
sponse to their protests, the French National Assembly in May 1791 
confirmed the rights of male mulattos in the colony to vote and 
hold political office, but the French planters suspended that decree. 
As a result, the mulattos organized their own army and began a 
civil war. Both sides in this struggle ignored the blacks until a 


chapter seven: Toussaint and Tecumseh: Resisting the Odds 81 


major slave revolt broke out on August 22, 1791, near the city of Le 
Cap Francois in the northern part of the island. When the white 
planters persisted in their refusal to grant limited rights to both 
blacks and mulattos, they lost their chance to control their fate; 
their world "collapsed under the weight of their own vengeance." 3 

The new Republican French government then attempted to sal- 
vage the situation in this economically important Caribbean colony 
by appointing a new governor and sending three commissioners 
from France to assist him in 1792. The most powerful of the three, 
Leger Felicite Sonthonax, was as hostile to the objectives of the pro- 
monarchist planters as the planters were to the objectives of the 
colony's blacks and mulattos. Unlike Toussaint, he failed to realize 
that he needed planter support to avoid the total collapse of the is- 
land's economy. Sonthonax supported first the mulattos, then the 
blacks; the state of near-anarchy worsened in 1793, when Spanish 
and British troops invaded the colony as part of their war against 
revolutionary France. Many white planters cast their lot with the 
British as a means of opposing Commissioner Sonthonax. Desper- 
ate for black assistance against the Spanish and British, Sonthonax 
abolished slavery on August 29, 1793. 4 This measure set the stage 
for Toussaint L'Ouverture, a shrewder and more racially tolerant 
man than either Sonthonax or the white planters, to play a major 
role in the Haitian Revolution. 

Earlier, in 1791, the gray-haired Toussaint had abandoned his 
position as a steward of livestock at the Breda plantation after hav- 
ing first helped his master's family find safety in Le Cap. He then 
joined the black rebels. Because he had organizational skill and 
could correctly assess the motives and abilities of others, Toussaint 
soon became a leader among the black insurgents and created a 
strong, disciplined army. 5 

In 1793, Toussaint and other black leaders joined the Spanish 
side in order to fight against their former French masters. But, in 
May 1794, Toussaint made a crucial decision to defect to the French 
side. Some historians believe that he did this for both practical and 
idealistic reasons. Once the French National Assembly approved 
Sonthonax' s abolition of slavery by its decree of February 4, 1794, it 
seemed logical to join the former enemy, especially since by this 
time virtually all the pro-slavery white planters had allied with the 
British. In addition, Toussaint realized he had little chance to rise to 
the top level of leadership with the Spanish because his way was 


82 chapter seven: Toussaint and Tecumseh: Resisting the Odds 


blocked by two other black leaders, Biassou and Jean Frangois. 6 
Toussaint's decision proved a wise one. Within two years, his 
troops controlled most of the colony, and his territory was more 
unified than that controlled by mulatto leader Andre Rigaud. Lim- 
ited to territory in the southern part of the colony, Rigaud "kept 
whites in rigid subjection," whereas "for Toussaint, all colors were 
part of Saint-Domingue." By April 1796, Toussaint had been ap- 
pointed lieutenant governor by French governor Etienne Laveaux, 
whom Toussaint had previously saved during a mulatto mutiny. 
By 1797, the black leader had a well- trained army of 20,000, the 
most powerful military force on the island. 7 

Once Toussaint defeated the British and Spanish and forced 
Sonthonax to sail for France in August 1797, he began to consoli- 
date his personal power and to secure the political independence of 
the island. Although still technically subordinate to the French gov- 
ernor, Toussaint signed a treaty in May 1799 with the United States 
and the British, who controlled the nearby island of Jamaica. In this 
treaty, Toussaint guaranteed Jamaica and the southern United 
States against attack (U.S. officials feared the slave revolt would 
spread) and received protection for his small navy. Armed with 
this new international respectability, he defeated the mulatto forces 
of Rigaud in August 1799. By summer, 1801, Toussaint had merged 
the former Spanish colony on the island with his new country, had 
issued a new constitution, and had made himself governor-general 
for life. All this he did without permission from the French govern- 
ment, yet he claimed to remain a loyal subject. He did so in fear 
that revolutionary France would try to reimpose slavery when it 
had the chance. 8 

Toussaint's brilliant tactics were one reason for his great mili- 
tary and political successes. He was able to inspire his troops to 
march nearly 100 miles in a single day over mountainous terrain. 
As a master of guerrilla warfare, he was able to strike without 
warning and then to disappear quickly into the mountains. But 
Toussaint L'Ouverture (his last name, added in 1791, meant "the 
opener") was also a clever judge of both his enemies and of what 
we call today "public opinion." He anticipated Sonthonax's procla- 
mation to abolish slavery four days in advance and issued his own 
proclamation. In it he reminded slaves that freedom was not a gift 
confirmed by whites but, rather, a status which had to be earned 
with his help. In late 1796, when Sonthonax proposed to Toussaint 


chapter seven: Toussaint and Tecumseh: Resisting the Odds 83 


that they establish an independent state, kill all whites, and make 
Sonthonax dictator, Toussaint responded with a grin: "And when I 
have declared my independence of France and have massacred the 
whites, what would the Commissioner advise me to do with him?" 
Several years later, Toussaint told a friend that he was glad to have 
the emotional and vengeful Rigaud as his mulatto opponent. "Mon- 
sieur Rigaud," observed Toussaint, "lets go the bridle when he gal- 
lops. He shows his hand when he is about to strike. I gallop too, but 
I know how to curb. And when I strike people feel the blow, but do 
not see it coming." 9 

Toussaint' s wisdom is also confirmed by his plans for the social 
and economic reconstruction of the colony. Toussaint astutely real- 
ized that many ex-slaves would seek to avoid field work if allowed 
and that the economy of the island would disintegrate if all the 
skilled white planters and mulattos left. To avoid this, he used mili- 
tary force to keep field hands on the plantations but guaranteed 
them collectively one-quarter of the income from the plantations. 
The government also took over abandoned plantations and kept 
half of the proceeds, but it made sure that the absentee proprietors 
received 25 percent of the profits. Toussaint also tried to maintain 
cordial relations with Britain and the United States, for he realized 
how important foreign trade was to the welfare of his people. 10 All 
of Toussaint' s policies, however, required two things which he 
knew he could not guarantee: racial peace at home and the absence 
of foreign interference from abroad. That he was aware of these so- 
cial and political realities is revealed in a comment Toussaint made 
to a white woman, who wanted him to grant her husband an offi- 
cial position and act as godfather to her son: 

Madam, God alone is immortal. When I am dead, who knows if 
my people will not again . . . pass under the yoke of slavery? . . . 
Man's work does not endure. . . . You wish me to appoint your 
husband? So be it! Let him be an honest man and remember that 
even if I can't see everything, wrong does not remain unpunished. 

As for becoming your son's godfather, I can't grant that request. 

The whites would blame you, and the time might come when 
your son would blame you too . 11 

Toussaint realized his achievements might be short-lived. Once 
Napoleon Bonaparte assumed control of France in November 1799, 
he decided to restore authority over France's colonial empire in the 
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West Indies and reimpose slavery in Sainto Domingo. Toussaint's 
power forced Bonaparte to move slowly, and it was not until 1802 
that the first installment of twenty thousand French troops arrived 
on the island. Jealousy among his military subordinates stymied 
Toussaint's plan to draw the French troops into the mountainous 
interior, where they could be more easily defeated. Nevertheless, 
the French lost many troops to battle and yellow fever. For reasons 
which are still unclear, Toussaint, who failed to foresee the even- 
tual defeat of the French, agreed to lay down his arms in May 1802. 
It is possible he did so in order to gain time for his troops to re- 
group. He also may have considered his army ultimately doomed 
in the face of superior French forces and the determination of 
Napoleon. In a brief memoir written after he was captured and sent 
to jail in France in the summer of 1802, Toussaint said he surren- 
dered to preserve public order. Since this memoir was written to 
convince Napoleon to release him from jail, Toussaint's comments 
must be read with great caution. 12 

Two years after Toussaint's death in prison in April 1803, his 
Shawnee contemporary, Tecumseh, began his effort to unite North 
American Indians as Toussaint had attempted to unite blacks, 
whites, and mulattoes in Haiti. Tecumseh's effort was as deter- 
mined as that of the black leader; it was also, in the last analysis, as 
unsuccessful. 

Tecumseh, or "shooting star," was born in March 1768 in the 
Shawnee village of Piqua, situated in what is now southern Ohio. 
The youth witnessed constant conflict between Indians and white 
settlers, and he developed a keen hatred for whites. When he was 
six, Tecumseh's father was killed fighting against Virginians. Two 
of his brothers were also killed by American settlers and, in 1780, 
an American army commanded by George Rogers Clark wiped out 
his native village and destroyed the crops. Two years later, a village 
of peaceful, Christianized Delaware Indians in eastern Ohio was 
destroyed and the people massacred in cold blood by frontiersmen. 
In response to these offensive acts, some sources say, Tecumseh's 
mother stirred him to take vengeance against the "enemies of his 
race," people whose "souls are dark in treachery and their hands 
red in blood." 13 

Like Toussaint, Tecumseh learned early that no single race had 
a monopoly on cruelty or virtue. Tecumseh befriended several 
white "foster brothers," children captured and raised by the Indi- 
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ans; he even lived with Daniel Boone when the famous Kentuckian 
was a captive of the Shawnee from April to June 1778. As a teenage 
member of a Shawnee war party, Tecumseh became angry when 
his comrades tortured and killed an innocent white captive along 
the Ohio River. Throughout his life, he maintained that mistreat- 
ment and murder of captives were unworthy of a warrior. Tecum- 
seh's biographers also generally note his kindhearted treatment of 
the elderly, the poor, and the weak among his own people and 
among whites. His Indian and white contemporaries were im- 
pressed with his forcefulness and nobility. Some reported that he 
had "a marked sense of personal dignity" combined with "a hot 
temper and strong self-control." Tecumseh could command respect 
and could use his anger effectively. 14 One American trader de- 
scribed Tecumseh as a man "fluent in conversation and a great 
public speaker [who] was hospitable, generous and humane — the 
resolute and indefatigable advocate of the rights and independence 
of the Indians." 15 

Despite his natural leadership abilities, Tecumseh did not begin 
his organization of the Northwest Indians until his early thirties. By 
that time, it had become clear that the whites would slowly push 
the Indians ever further west unless the Indians organized across 
tribal lines to stop them. A 1795 treaty with some tribes gave the 
United States government two-thirds of Ohio and a portion of 
southeastern Indiana. By that date, Indian leaders had been forced 
to abandon their hunting grounds in Kentucky, and settlements in 
the rest of Indiana were obviously the next goal of the whites. Pres- 
ident Thomas Jefferson's administrative policy from 1801 to 1808 
encouraged the Indians to farm rather than hunt (which required 
much more land), and those who refused or took up arms were 
forced across the Mississippi River. Meanwhile, the supply of game 
animals in this area dwindled, and many Indians, unable to supply 
their families with game and unwilling to take up farming, faced 
serious food shortages. The situation was worsened when whole 
tribes took to drink, imbibing large quantities of rum willingly sup- 
plied by white traders. 

Aided by his brother Lalawethika, Tecumseh tried to halt this 
steady process of decline. In 1805, Lalawethika experienced a mysti- 
cal religious conversion that turned this formerly lazy drunkard into 
the "Prophet." Changing his name to Tenskwatawa ("the open 
door"), Tecumseh's brother appealed to the Shawnees and to Indians 
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of other tribes to stop drinking and to return to the traditional Indian 
ways of life. Tenskwatawa preached an anti- white code of behavior. 
Stop marrying whites and wearing white people's clothing, he told 
his followers. The Prophet claimed to have supernatural powers 
given him by "the Master of Life" [God] which could help his follow- 
ers defeat the whites in battle. Tecumseh hoped this religious revival 
could inspire his people to halt the white advances. He had long be- 
lieved that Indian land belonged to all tribes and that individual In- 
dian leaders had no right to sell parcels piecemeal to the American 
government. Tenskwatawa' s appeal as a powerful holy man gave 
him a new weapon to use in his effort to unify the Indians of the 
northwest and Ohio River valley against the Americans. In the fol- 
lowing years, Tecumseh made a series of journeys through Indian 
territories from Wisconsin to Florida and as far west as Missouri and 
Arkansas to organize an Indian confederation. To help focus their 
movement, Tecumseh and the Prophet moved with many supporters 
to Greenville, Indiana, and, in 1808, to a new village along the 
Tippecanoe River in western Indiana. Alarmed by this Indian politi- 
cal and religious revival, William Henry Harrison, territorial gover- 
nor of Indiana, countered it by poking fun at the new prophet and 
his followers. If Tenskwatawa was really a prophet with supernat- 
ural powers, Harrison scoffed, let him "cause the sun to stand still, 
the moon to alter its course, the rivers to cease to flow. . . . If he 
does these things," he told the Indians, "you may then believe that 
he has been sent by God." When he discovered that there was to be 
an eclipse of the sun on June 16, 1806, Tenskwatawa accepted Harri- 
son's challenge and said he would make the sun darken on that day. 
Following appropriate ceremonies and before a large audience, the 
Prophet prayed and ordered the sun to disappear. Harrison's care- 
lessness won many converts for Tenskwatawa that day. 16 

However, the American settlers continued to flock west, despite 
Tecumseh and Tenskwatawa's best efforts to promote Indian unity. 
"These lands are ours; no one has a right to remove us, because we 
were the first owners," Tecumseh told an Indian council in 1807. 
"As to boundaries, the Great Spirit above knows no boundaries, nor 
will his red people know any." 17 However, in the Treaty of Fort 
Wayne, signed in 1809 while Tecumseh was away on one of his re- 
cruiting trips, Harrison secured tribal agreement to abandon further 
territory to the United States. The new treaty helped Tecumseh re- 
cruit more Indians to his confederation during the coming year, but 
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a face-to-face meeting between Harrison and the Indian leader in 
1810 resulted in brave and angry words by Tecumseh but no politi- 
cal concessions by the governor. Late in 1811, while Tecumseh was 
again away seeking allies among the Choctaws and Creeks in the 
south, Harrison, fearing Tecumseh' s growing power, defeated the 
Prophet's forces and destroyed the village at Tippecanoe. 18 

The battle of Tippecanoe was a turning point in Tecumseh's ca- 
reer. The "strong medicine" of the Prophet failed to work against 
Harrison's troops. Tecumseh was angry with his brother because he 
had wanted to avoid conflict until the confederation was fully orga- 
nized. When he returned to stand upon the ashes of his former 
home, Tecumseh publicly humiliated Tenskwatawa, grabbing him 
by his hair and threatening to cut his throat. Then he vowed ven- 
geance against the "long knives" for the attack. 19 

That vow of vengeance forced Tecumseh to lead his band of a 
thousand warriors to ally with the British in the War of 1812 
against the Americans. Despite the fall of Detroit to the British in 
that year, the Americans greatly outnumbered their protagonists. 
Once Oliver Hazard Perry had defeated the British on Lake Erie in 
September 1813, final American victory was certain. Tecumseh was 
angered at the British retreat east into Ontario after Perry's victory, 
but he followed, leading his braves into his final battle against his 
old enemy, Harrison, in the battle of the Thames on October 5, 
1813. The fact that neither his body nor his secret grave has ever 
been positively identified only adds mystique to the legend of the 
Shawnee who dreamed of an independent Indian nation in North 
America. 20 

Tecumseh lived on in the imagination of the American people. 
Even Harrison saw fit to report to Washington that, if Tecumseh 
had not had to fight the United States, he might have created an In- 
dian empire which would have rivaled that of the Aztecs in Mexico 
or that of the Incas in Peru. One biographer called him "a man of 
extraordinary abilities and possibilities"; another called him "the 
greatest Indian.'' 21 Such praise should not obscure the fact that 
Tecumseh's dream of Indian unity was, in fact, impossible from the 
beginning. Many tribal leaders opposed his confederation because 
of jealousy or simply because such an idea was alien to their tradi- 
tional ideas of tribal autonomy. Such opposition was apparent on 
his recruiting trip south in 1811. On that trip, Tecumseh spoke to 
leaders of six great tribes, yet only the Muskogee and the Seminole 
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leaders paid much attention to his pleas — and they promised only 
to consider his request for warriors. He had no firm commitments 
from the southern tribes at the time of the battle of Tippecanoe. 22 
Even if Indians had joined him in large numbers, American settlers 
eventually would have used their numerical superiority to occupy 
the valuable agricultural lands of the Midwest. The Indians were so 
outnumbered that any victories which they would have won on the 
battlefield would have been only temporary. Even these Indians 
who did turn to agricultural pursuits were believed to be racially 
inferior by whites and were soon pushed onto the least arable 
lands — eventually, to Indian reservations in the western United 
States. 

Although both Tecumseh and Toussaint relied on outside 
forces in an effort to achieve their goals, Toussaint achieved greater 
success in playing off the white nations against each other in Haiti 
than Tecumseh did by relying upon the British to defeat the Ameri- 
cans. Toussaint was at least able to end slavery in his homeland. 
After his death, the French were defeated and Haiti became an in- 
dependent state. However, it did not become the country Toussaint 
wished it to be. His successors, Jean Jacques Dessalines and Henri 
Christophe, threw out the French and avenged Toussaint's death at 
the price of an anti-white policy which turned Haiti into one of the 
most impoverished states in the Western hemisphere. This social 
and racial policy was a betrayal of Toussaint's vision. At best, it en- 
abled them to stir up the blacks to the extent necessary to obtain 
their personal and national freedom. 23 

Given this, can we still speak of the legacy of achievement, vi- 
sion, and hope passed on by these two leaders? Certainly we can. 
In the first place, both Toussaint and Tecumseh were heroes to their 
people. One modern author sees the struggle by Tecumseh and the 
Prophet as the antecedent of the twentieth-century "Red Power" 
movement by Native Americans. Their noble pan-Indian effort 
failed, but it could be recalled with pride by their descendants. 24 In 
addition, Tecumseh's Indians, by joining the British in the War of 
1812, may have played a crucial role in keeping the Americans 
from capturing Upper Canada [the area directly north of the Great 
Lakes] during the war. This could have resulted in permanent U.S. 
control of part of Canada. 25 Toussaint's struggle had a more direct 
effect on American territorial expansion. When the French lost the 
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colony of Sainto Domingo, Napoleon gave up his hope of creating a 
western empire and decided to sell Louisiana to the Americans. 
Thomas Jefferson's Louisiana Purchase in 1803 virtually guaranteed 
that the new United States of America would become a continental 
nation. 

Another reason for choosing to remember these men today, in a 
much "smaller" but still hostile world, is the vision of racial har- 
mony which each man tried unsuccessfully to impart to his follow- 
ers. While it may have been "good politics" for Toussaint and 
Tecumseh to promote harmony between the races, it is important 
that they opposed torture, murder, and mistreatment of captives 
and other innocent people of other races at a time when most people 
were willing to accept such things. In promoting racial harmony, as 
in their broader political struggles, Toussaint and Tecumseh resisted 
the odds against them, even among their own followers. 

Any attempt to evaluate the achievement of these men, then, 
must take into account the way we choose to define greatness in his- 
tory. "Great men make history," one historian wrote in evaluating 
Toussaint, "but only such history as it is possible for them to make. 
Their freedom of achievement is limited by the necessities of their 
environment." 26 A true test of historical greatness might require us 
to ask not only what a person has done but also how successfully a 
person was able to resist the odds against success. By that test, both 
Toussaint L'Ouverture and Tecumseh have more than earned the 
few words they usually are given in most textbooks. 
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CHAPTER 8 


George Sand and 
Harriet Beecher Stowe: 
Exploring “ Woman's Sphere" 


What did two popular nineteenth-century female authors see as the 
problems facing women? What did each see as the best sort of equality 
for women in her day? What impact did each have on her society? 

In the famous American anti-slavery novel. Uncle Tom's Cabin, au- 
thor Harriet Beecher Stowe (1811-1896) has the slave, Eliza, one of 
her main characters, dress in boy's clothing so she can cross Lake 
Erie with her husband and find freedom in Canada. 1 About the 
same time as this novel was written, a French author, Aurore Dude- 
vant (1804-1876), adopted occasional use of men's clothing and a 
male pseudonym, George Sand, in order to achieve greater freedom 
as a person and writer. 

The fact that both of these female writers and reformers saw 
that appearing male gave women greater freedom only hints at the 
difficulties facing creative women in the nineteenth century. Such 
women lived complex lives and faced serious legal and emotional 
problems. 

If we look at industrializing nations such as the United States 
and France in the middle of the nineteenth century, we find patriar- 
chal societies where most political, social, and economic rights are 
reserved for males. Unlike some feminist leaders today, few 
women then claimed equality based on their similarity to men. 
Rather, as the lives and careers of George Sand and Harriet Beecher 
Stowe illustrate, women unhappy with their situation argued for 
greater equality on the grounds that they were different from men. 
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"It will be in the female heart ... as it always has been, that 
love and devotion, patience and pity, will find their true home. On 
woman falls the duty, in a world of brute passions, of preserving 
the virtues of charity and the Christian spirit." This statement may 
strike you as arrogant, sentimental, wrong-headed, or correct. What 
is interesting is that these words on the character of women were 
written, not by the profoundly religious Harriet Beecher Stowe, but 
by George Sand, the scandalous Frenchwoman who took so many 
lovers that she was once called "the most obscene of women." 2 

However, Stowe would have fully agreed with Sand's state- 
ment for, despite their quite different lifestyles, these two writers 
had much in common. Their lives spanned turbulent years of social 
and civil strife in France and the United States. And each woman 
played an active public role. Sand by writing revolutionary articles 
in Paris in 1848 and Stowe with her dramatic, history-making Uncle 
Tom's Cabin, published in 1852. 

In their novels, both writers addressed controversial social is- 
sues, although Sand generally focused on the injustices facing 
women and the lower classes in France, while Stowe became fa- 
mous for describing the plight of slaves in the American South. 
Neither would qualify as a modern feminist, but each advocated 
the value of a woman's way of looking at things, and each felt that 
society could be improved if men understood and valued this 
viewpoint as well. Each wanted to see women gain substantial con- 
trol over their personal lives and property. It was Sand, however, 
who engaged in serial monogamy [living with a series of men, one 
at a time], who made this point much more directly than did the 
more traditional Stowe. Each woman believed that virtues taught at 
home, often called "woman's sphere" in the United States, were the 
foundation of civilization, though Stowe made this point far more 
powerfully than did Sand. By examining the lives and works of 
these authors, we can better understand both the difficulties facing 
women in the nineteenth century and the debates over the role of 
women in our own time. 

George Sand was born Amandine Aurore Lucie Dupin. Her fa- 
ther, an officer in Napoleon's army, traced his ancestry back to a 
king of Poland, while her mother, Sophie Delaborde, was a dancer 
and the daughter of a Parisian bird seller. In later life, after Aurore 
had taken the name George Sand as a way of earning respect in a 
profession dominated by males, she would make much of her 
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working-class background: "I was born . . . and started life in 
poverty, in the harsh, vagabond life of military camps. ... I never 
forget that the blood of the [common] people ran in my veins." 3 

From her father's death in 1808, when Aurore was only four, 
until she married in 1822, her life was an emotional tug-of-war be- 
tween her unstable mother and her paternal grandmother, Madame 
Dupin de Francueil. Since Sophie could not afford to support her 
daughter (and therefore, left her at Madame Dupin's estate at 
Nohant in return for financial support from her mother-in-law), 
young Aurore felt abandoned. A cultured musician and friend of 
eighteenth-century "romantic" thinker Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
Dupin de Francueil gave Aurore a good education and tried to 
train her in the ways of the aristocracy to better inoculate her 
against her "low-born" mother. However, the sensitive Aurore con- 
tinued to crave her mother's love. When Aurore was nine, Sophie 
foolishly promised her that she would "rescue" her from the disci- 
pline of her grandmother and take her to Orleans, where they 
would open a hat shop to support themselves. Aurore was crushed 
when her mother failed to follow through on this promise, and her 
grandmother made her feel worse by cruelly telling her that her 
mother's early sexual indiscretions made her "a lost woman." 4 
Later she recalled feeling that her parents had left her "a poor waif 
marked out for slavery, injustice, tedium, and eternal unrequited 
longing." 5 Beginning at age thirteen, she spent several years in a 
convent school in Paris, where she had a mystical "conversion ex- 
perience" which left her with the feeling that God could (and 
would) communicate directly with her, something Harriet Beecher 
Stowe also believed. What one biographer has called Sand's "des- 
perate search for parental affection" may account for her religious 
experience. This desire for acceptance would haunt George Sand 
the rest of her life; it helps explain the way she lived, and it gave 
great power to her fiction. 6 

At age eighteen, Aurore entered what proved to be an unhappy 
marriage with Baron Casimir Dudevant. Although they soon had a 
child, Maurice (named for Aurore' s father), Casimir proved resistant 
to Aurore's attempts to "improve" his mind, to get him to spend 
less time drinking and hunting and more time reading. Within three 
years, Aurore had formed a platonic [non-sexual] relationship with 
a "witty, elegant" young lawyer named Aurelien de Seze. Although 
she tried to work out an agreement which would allow her to stay 
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married to Casimir while continuing to visit and receive letters from 
Aurelien, by 1828 her marriage was clearly "on the rocks." In Sep- 
tember of that year, Aurore had a daughter, Solange, fathered by a 
young friend in Paris, Stephane Ajasson. While Madame Dudevant 
was giving birth to Solange, she could hear Casimir in another room 
making love to a female servant. 7 In 1831, she moved to Paris, ini- 
tially leaving the children with Casimir. Although not legally sepa- 
rated from Casimir until 1836, she immediately began living with a 
series of younger men, most of them artists. Jules Sandeau was the 
first, and it was his name which she modified for her masculine 
pseudonym when she published her first novel, Indiana, in 1832. A 
succession of men — composer Frederic Chopin being the most fa- 
mous — would follow in the coming years. 

Indiana, like other Sand novels, was partly autobiographical. 
The heroine, Indiana, like Sand, is a young woman unhappily mar- 
ried to an older man, the jealous Colonel Delmare. The novel opens 
with Delmare wounding a presumed thief, Raymon de Ramiere, 
whom he finds breaking into his house. Raymon, however, was re- 
ally sneaking in to continue his affair with Noun, Indiana's foster 
sister and servant. Once he realizes this, Delmare forgives him, 
even becoming his friend, for such behavior is almost expected of 
such high-born noblemen. As Sand remarks cynically: "The lady of 
quality sacrifices twenty previous lovers to you; the lady's maid 
sacrifices only a husband that she might have had." 8 Later, Indiana 
falls in love with Raymon, and Noun commits suicide when she 
discovers that she is pregnant and that Raymon will not marry or 
love her. Indiana's cousin Ralph tries to protect her from the insin- 
cere Raymon by telling her why Noun committed suicide. Mean- 
while, Colonel Delmare beats Indiana after discovering her letters 
to Raymon; Indiana leaves Delmare but finally discovers that Ray- 
mon does not really love her. At the end of the novel, Ralph and In- 
diana fail in a suicide attempt and finally decide to live out their 
days together in seclusion on a small island. 

As her first and perhaps most "romantic" novel, Indiana tells us 
much about how Sand viewed women's roles and rights. The novel 
portrays women as the victim of both suppressed passions and 
legal injustice. Indiana, Sand tells us, "is love dashing her head 
blindly against all the obstacles of civilization." In a preface to the 
1842 edition, Sand, aware that French laws treated women as chil- 
dren with few rights, said she "wrote Indiana with a feeling . . . 
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that the laws which govern woman's existence in wedlock, in the 
family and in society are unjust and barbarous." She appeals to 
public opinion to change them, adding that she is not advocating 
revolution but only trying to "reconcile the welfare and the dignity 
of oppressed individuals . . . without modifying society itself." In 
the novel. Sand satirizes Colonel Delmare (modeled after her hus- 
band, Casimir) as an "honest man" who does not steal from his 
neighbors or "ravish maidens in the public road" but who "may 
beat his wife, maltreat his servants, ruin his children and it is no- 
body's business," since "society punishes only those acts which are 
injurious to it; private life is beyond its jurisdiction." Later, Indiana 
attacks Raymon's patriarchal notion of God: 

Yours is the God of men, the king, the founder and upholder of 
your race; mine is the God of the universe, the creator, the pre- 
server and the hope of all creatures. Yours made everything for 
you alone; mine made all created things for one another. . . . You 
think that God . . . authorizes you to possess the empire of the 
earth; I think that . . . the day will come when His breath will 
scatter you like grains of sand. . . . All your morality, all your 
principles, are simply the interests of your social class which you 
have raised to the dignity of laws. ... I tell you, it ill becomes 
you to invoke His name to crush the resistance of a poor, weak 
woman, to stifle the lamentations of a broken heart . 9 

However, Indiana shows us more than Sand's conviction that 
neither women's passions nor their legal rights are taken seriously 
by her society; it also shows us Sand's romantic idealism, her 
search for an impossibly perfect love and lover. At one point in the 
novel, Indiana is "terrified" by her awareness "that she was of so 
little account in his [Raymon's] life while he was everything in 
hers." She wonders "in dismay if this man, for whom life had so 
many different aspects . . . could devote his whole mind to her, 
sacrifice all his ambitions to her ." 10 In a later novel, Lelia, Sand's 
main character becomes depressed because she intellectualizes 
love, calling it "the aspiration of our most ethereal part for the un- 
known." Her sister, a prostitute, tells her: "You should have ap- 
plied your superior intellect to enjoy, not to deny, because if you 
don't, what good is intelligence ?" 11 

Sand's biographers highlight her tendency to take as lovers 
younger men who were sensitive but frail artists, often afflicted 
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with consumption [tuberculosis]. They suggest she selected men 
she could nurse and substitute mother. Perhaps this was her way of 
compensating for her weak relationship with her own parents. One 
biographer found Sand "a man in her insistence on freedom, but a 
woman, too, craving the shelter of a 'home' with her children about 
her" and with "a passion for tending the sick." 12 

If Sand's childhood and early adult experiences drove her to be 
motherly and denied her stable long-term relationships with men, 
they also made her more tolerant of the poor and of women trapped 
in unhappy marriages. Many of her sixty novels and hundreds of 
essays and articles deal with the plight of the poor. Her novel 
Horace, for example, contrasts the middle-class life of a flighty law 
student with that of a hard-working artisan. In the late 1830s and 
through the 1840s, she was attracted to the ideas of Pierre Leroux, 
who invented the word socialism ( socialisme ) and who felt that 
poverty was un-Christian and led people to a life of vice. 13 Her de- 
fense of women's rights, then, was not only an outgrowth of her 
own experience with Casimir; it was also set in this broader social- 
political context. In her second novel, Valentine, the heroine is a "nat- 
urally amiable and sweet" aristocrat who is in love with a peasant 
(Benedict) but is forced to marry an insensitive nobleman who cares 
only about money. Sand's belief in Rousseau's idea that people are 
born good but are corrupted by society is expressed in her judgment 
that marriage between Valentine and Benedict is impossible because 
they come from different social classes: "society stood between them 
and made their mutual choice absurd. . . . Providence created the 
admirable order of nature, men have destroyed it; whose is the 
fault?" At the end of the novel, Valentine and Benedict die tragi- 
cally, as did Romeo and Juliet in Shakespeare's play. 14 

As Sand grew older, she turned from the writing of novels with 
a romantic or social message to those with more pastoral themes, 
exalting the simplicity of peasant life in her beloved province of 
Berry, yet, during the Revolution of 1848, she took time to defend 
the workers and promote her vague ideas of "socialism" — meaning 
for her little more than social and economic equality for the poor 
and a dislike for the lazy arrogance of the rich, who "are not used 
to working." 15 George Sand's sympathy for the lower classes of 
France was honored in 1870, when, during the Franco-Prussian 
War, one of the balloons used to help French leaders escape from 
the besieged city of Paris was named the George Sand. 
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It is interesting that despite her radical lifestyle and the many 
anti-male statements in her works. Sand specifically opposed politi- 
cal rights, even suffrage, for women. She said that women needed 
civil equality in marriage and "equality before God," but, in the 
words of Sand's chief biographer, she "had . . . too low an opinion 
of the political intelligence of most members of her sex to be a suf- 
fragette." Besides, involvement in politics would undermine confi- 
dence in women's role as mothers. She wrote: 

How could even honest judges have confidence in women who, 
coming forward to claim the dignity now refused them in the fam- 
ily home, especially the sacred authority over children which they 
are denied, demand . . . not peace in the household or freedom for 
their motherly affections, but the right to take part in the political 
struggle, a sword and a helmet, the right to condemn to death ? 16 

Statements such as this, stressing the importance of social rather 
than political equality for women, show Sand to be more politically 
conservative than her American counterpart, Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
who favored women's suffrage as a way to advance those special 
virtues of domesticity ("peace in the household . . . freedom for 
motherly affections") which both she and Sand thought important. 

However, despite her advocacy of women's suffrage, Stowe 
was fundamentally a conservative person who, ironically, helped 
bring about a radical change — the end of slavery in the United 
States. Her emphasis on home as the appropriate sphere for female 
activity was an idea which both aided and restricted women in 
nineteenth-century America. On the one hand, it made women 
powerful judges of all issues related to home and family, especially 
the education and religious upbringing of children. Women could 
govern the domestic sphere without male interference; in exchange, 
however, the world beyond the home — the world of business, in- 
dustry, and government — belonged solely to men. 

The genius of Stowe's Uncle Tom's Cabin, then, was that it ap- 
pealed to Northern readers to end slavery, not because it was a 
political evil, but because of the devastating effect it had on the 
Christian family. Slavery was, in effect, a threat to the "woman's 
sphere." This conviction and Stowe's sense of missionary idealism 
developed out of her childhood experiences, which were as chal- 
lenging as those of George Sand, but very different. Harriet 
Beecher was the daughter of one of America's most famous 


100 chapter eight: George Sand and Harriet Beecher Stowe: Exploring Woman's Sphere 


Calvinist clergymen, Lyman Beecher. If George Sand had roots in 
the French aristocracy, Harriet Beecher was a member of the New 
England "nobility." The first Beechers arrived in New Haven, 
Connecticut, in 1638, just eighteen years after the Mayflower, and 
the family had remained important since that time. Lyman 
Beecher was such a powerful evangelical preacher and patriarch 
that all four of his sons became ministers and two of his three 
daughters — Catharine and Harriet — turned their religious zeal in 
the direction of social reform. Harriet would, in fact, "outpreach 
her father and all her gifted brothers combined"; if Uncle Tom's 
Cabin was a sermon (and it was), she would "count into her flock 
the peoples of the earth." 17 

However, "Hattie" Beecher's religious vision would be notably 
different from that of her father, who believed in Predestination 
and a stern God. Especially after the death of her mother when she 
was four, Harriet tried hard to please her father, a difficult task, 
since Lyman could be a fiery preacher and strict disciplinarian one 
minute and a man in the depths of emotional despair and hypo- 
chondria [imaginary ill health] the next. 

As a child, Harriet was convinced of her depravity. She did not 
escape this religious depression until her late teens, when she de- 
cided to believe in a compassionate Christ instead of the judgmen- 
tal, monarchical Old Testament God of her father. Her decision 
would help change American history, for, without it. Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin would never have been written. Some historians have argued 
that Harriet's personal decision was part of a much greater change 
she helped inspire in American religious history during the mid- 
nineteenth century. She kept the revivalistic spirit and moral tone 
of traditional Calvinism but softened, or "feminized," its message 
in her novels by emphasizing the power of love over judgment. Her 
approach to Christianity also stressed the equality of all people in 
the eyes of God, relied on spreading the gospel through action (es- 
pecially informal "peer counseling" among women) instead of 
preaching, and looked for God in everyday experience rather than 
in the thunderings of authority figures. Because of this, the type of 
Christianity found in Harriet Beecher Stowe's novels was an "ex- 
plicit challenge [to] the male clerical establishment." 18 It would be 
many years, however, before Harriet's fictional "ministry of the 
word" would begin in earnest. During her twenties, she helped her 
sister Catharine set up a school for young women in Hartford. 
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When Lyman took a position as director of the Lane Theological 
Seminary in Cincinnati in 1832, Harriet and Catharine moved to 
this western frontier town, and there Harriet married Calvin Stowe, 
a Lane professor. Between her wedding in 1836 (which she told her 
best friend she was "dreading" as an "overwhelming crisis") and 
the birth of her last child in Maine in 1850, she wrote only a few 
short stories and magazine pieces. She was devoted to her family 
and believed (as most of the female characters in her novels did) 
that the well-regulated home was one of women's greatest contri- 
butions to the world. 

However, like Sand, she was not able to be only a homemaker. 
In one letter, she told her friend Mary Dutton that she earned 
enough money from her "sketches" that she could hire an extra ser- 
vant and have more time to write. Later, she accepted Calvin's in- 
sistence that she "must be a literary woman" and then asked him 
for "a room to myself, if I am to write." There was an undercurrent 
of half-suppressed discontent in comments she wrote during this 
period. In an 1845 letter, she complained: "I am sick of the smell of 
sour milk, and sour meat, and sour everything, and then the clothes 
will not dry. . . . When the brain gives out . . . and one cannot 
think or remember anything, then what is to be done?" Other let- 
ters reveal some marital tensions; she and Calvin spent five of the 
first fifteen years of their married life apart — each in turn taking 
"rest cures" in Vermont. Calvin had, in the words of one modern 
historian, "intense and unremitting" sexual needs and, like Har- 
riet's father, suffered from what she called "hypochondriac morbid 
instability." 19 One biographer claims that difficulties Harriet 
Beecher Stowe faced in her married life contributed to her passion- 
ate first novel. 20 Whether or not this was true, Stowe had learned to 
appreciate the sufferings of women and mothers, and Uncle Tom's 
Cabin was her first and most powerful statement of her belief in the 
importance of the "woman's sphere." 

When President Abraham Lincoln met Stowe in the fall of 1862 
and greeted her with the comment "So this is the little lady who 
made this big war," he was referring not only to her size but also to 
the impact of Uncle Tom's Cabin, a book which sold three hundred 
thousand copies the year it was published (1852) and over half a 
million copies during the next five years. This work has been called 
"the most powerful and influential book of the nineteenth century" 
and "one of the most famous novels ever written." 21 
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What made Uncle Tom's Cabin so popular and powerful was the 
way it personalized — even feminized — the issue of slavery, stress- 
ing that this institution tore mothers from their children in a man- 
ner that was both inhuman and, more important, un-Christian. In 
literary terms. Uncle Tom's Cabin may have been too sentimental 
(though the public liked sentimental novels), but it was "a great re- 
vival sermon, aimed directly at the conversion of its hearers." 22 

Tom, the novel's main character, lives successively with three 
masters. The first, kind Mr. Shelby in Kentucky, is forced to sell 
Tom because of hard times. Tom's second master, Augustine St. 
Clare, has mixed feelings about slavery and decides to free Tom, 
but fails to do so before he is unexpectedly killed. The infamous 
Simon Legree, Tom's last master, is a slaveowner so wicked that he 
even refuses to let his slaves sing religious hymns. He beats Tom fa- 
tally after Tom refuses to tell Legree the whereabouts of two slaves 
planning to escape. Other famous characters include Eliza, who 
makes a daring escape with her son across the Ohio River by jump- 
ing from one ice floe to the next, and her husband, George, who is 
finally able to lead his family to freedom in Canada. 

While sharing the journeys of these characters, we meet others 
whose actions reinforce the negative effect of slavery on Christian 
family life. There is Senator Bird of Ohio, who voted for the 1850 
Fugitive Slave Law that required Northerners to assist in returning 
runaway slaves to their owners, yet, when Eliza shows up at his 
door and his wife admonishes him to put the Biblical injunction to 
"feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and comfort the desolate" 
ahead of politics, he provides help. 23 It was significant that Mary 
Bird, like Harriet herself, had recently lost a son the same age as 
Eliza's boy, Harry. Mothers, Stowe was saying, understand other 
mothers. 24 Elsewhere in the novel, a slave mother leaps overboard 
and drowns herself in the Ohio after discovering that her baby has 
been sold away from her during the night, and the Louisiana slave, 
Cassy, kills her newborn with opium after having two older chil- 
dren sold away from her. Ophelia, Augustine St. Clare's Vermont 
cousin, helps him care for his invalid wife and angelic child, Eva. 
Ophelia represents, among other things, the virtues of a neat, well- 
organized kitchen (also found in the Quaker settlement where the 
Birds take Eliza). 25 

One of the criticisms made of Stowe's novel is its lack of sub- 
tlety; this is also the reason for its appeal. Uncle Tom and Eva St. 
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Clare are exaggerated Christ-figures. Tom helps St. Clare find faith 
and then dies to save others; Eva, as she nears death, asks her father 
to free Tom and reminds him, "Papa, these poor creatures love 
their children as much as you do me." And, just in case anyone 
missed the point, Stowe ends her novel with an appeal to northern 
mothers to end slavery: 

Mothers of America, — you who have learned, by the cradles of 
your own children, to love and feel for all mankind. ... I be- 
seech you, pity those mothers that are constantly made childless 
by the American slave trade! . . . The people of the free states . . . 
are more guilty for it, before God, than the South, in that they 
have not the apology of education or custom ." 26 

Aside from Tom himself, the strongest characters in Uncle 
Tom's Cabin tend to be female. Some are white women, such as Mrs. 
Shelby, Mrs. Bird, and Ophelia, who deplore the evils of slavery 
and the domestic disorder it brings but leave the final decisions to 
men. Eva represents women of strong character who seek the re- 
ward for their suffering in Heaven, while black slave women, such 
as Eliza and Cassy, have the strength to rebel and escape to a better 
life in Canada. 

Uncle Tom's Cabin appealed to a wide readership not only be- 
cause it was a powerful, sentimental novel but also because it was as 
much about the role of women in American society as it was about 
slavery. Two years after Uncle Tom's Cabin was published, Stowe 
wrote an "Appeal to the Women of the Free States," urging them to 
petition Congress to prevent the extension of slavery. Her language 
was powerful and direct: "However ambition and love of political 
power may blind the stronger sex, God has given to woman a deeper 
and more immovable knowledge, in those holier feelings, which are 
peculiar to womanhood, and which guard the sacredness of the fam- 
ily." By seeing slavery as a threat to the sanctity of "woman's 
sphere," Stowe, says one critic, "designates slavery as a domestic 
issue for American women to adjudicate and manage . . . abolishing 
slavery means . . . erasing [a] reminder of the precariousness of the 
feminine sphere ." 27 

For Stowe and other nineteenth-century American female re- 
formers, especially in the post-Civil War generation, the virtues 
found in the "feminine sphere" of the home stood in opposition 
to the spirit of greedy capitalism which dominated the world of 
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business in this "Gilded Age." "Our men are sufficiently money- 
making," Sarah Josepha Hale wrote in the Ladies Magazine. "Let us 
keep our women and children from the contagion as long as possi- 
ble." 28 In Stowe's later "social novels," Pink and White Tyranny, My 
Wife and I (both 1871), and We and Our Neighbors (1873), she ad- 
dresses more explicitly the question of women's roles. Here Stowe's 
male characters are in charge of business, while "the woman and 
her educated daughters [are] in charge of Culture." Stowe believed 
women had the right to own property, and the right to work and be 
paid equally with men, things George Sand would have applauded. 
But the case for women's rights, she argued, rested on women's 
moral superiority. Women's votes, for example, "would close 
grogshops [taverns], . . . stop the traffic in spirits" and improve so- 
ciety, as women were already working to improve the family. 29 

Stowe wanted a world in which women's work would be rec- 
ognized as equally important as that of men. Like George Sand, she 
did not want to challenge the fundamental patriarchal structure of 
society. In fact, in My Wife and I she pointedly attacked the radical 
feminists of her day, such as Victoria Woodhull, satirizing them in 
the person of a loose-living character named Audacia Dangyereyes, 
whom she called an advocate of "the wildest principles of modern 
French communism." By modern feminist standards, of course, 
keeping women in the home — even as domestic dictators — is the 
best way to thwart equality for women and to preserve the patriar- 
chal society. Less than a century later, Betty Friedan's Feminine 
Mystique would find oppressive the very "domesticity" which 
Stowe extolled. 30 

George Sand and Harriet Beecher Stowe never met. After Uncle 
Tom's Cabin was published in France, Sand offered Stowe the fol- 
lowing backhanded compliment: "I cannot say she has talent as one 
understands it in the world of letters, but she has . . . the genius of 
goodness, not that of a man of letters, but of the saint." For her part, 
Harriet "read everything that George Sand wrote"; after reading 
one of Sand's novels, she found it remarkable "that so corrupt a 
women could describe so beautiful a character." 31 When Stowe 
went to Europe in 1853 and visited Paris, she wanted to meet Sand 
but was told that her reputation would suffer if she did so. 32 Had 
they met, perhaps they would have found more in common than ei- 
ther might have thought. 

Both women had a stronger spirit of independence than most of 
their contemporaries, male or female. Both were determined to be 


chapter eight: George Sand and Harriet Beecher Stowe: Exploring Woman's Sphere 105 


writers, and each wanted her writing to make a difference. Both suc- 
ceeded admirably though they shared an exaggerated belief in the 
ability of a woman's love and virtue to change the world. Sand's fic- 
tion is attractive to feminists today because it conveys the anguish 
which this sensitive woman felt as she struggled to find her ideal 
lover. Sand is also better than Stowe at identifying problems facing 
women; Stowe — despite the ultimate failure of her “domesticity" 
strategy — is better at suggesting solutions. However, they both did 
change the world. Sand was one of the first modern women to not 
only demand sexual equality with men but live as if she had it. Her 
novels are still read by those interested in how women felt about life 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Harriet Beecher Stowe's Uncle Tom's 
Cabin did contribute to the coming of the American Civil War. Lin- 
coln was right, at least in part. 

Did either contribute significantly to women's equality? Here the 
jury is still out — evaluations of their contributions to modem femi- 
nism are mixed. Neither would be troubled by this, for each lived life 
to a fuller extent than generally thought possible in her day. And, al- 
though both would have specific disagreements with modern 
women's rights activists, their aim — to speak as women and be 
heard — would be shared by these writers and by most women today. 
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CHAPTER 9 


Bismarck and Ito: 
Conservatives and 
Constitutions 


How can a constitution be written to make a nation look democratic 
while it is, in fact, controlled by conservative aristocrats? What are 
some consequences of such a "premodern" constitution? 


]VIodern political constitutions are, for most of us, necessary but 
dull documents. Following the example of the ones drawn up by 
the United States or by the French revolutionaries more than 200 
years ago, these documents usually list the rights of citizens and 
spell out the powers of government. While such documents are not 
exactly bedtime reading, they are important in the process of mod- 
ern nation-building. Constitutions presuppose but also help build a 
consensus about what the people in a particular state consider im- 
portant; they also help people distinguish themselves from their 
neighbors. Perhaps most important, such documents give most 
groups in the state a sense of security. By usually guaranteeing 
some civil and political rights, they give the people a feeling of par- 
ticipation and a sense of belonging. By defining the rights and lim- 
its of government, they reassure businesspeople and help promote 
economic development. They even aid rulers by giving them the 
comfort of knowing that the people have agreed, by adopting or ac- 
cepting the constitution, not to overthrow the existing govern- 
ment — unless absolutely necessary. 

The nineteenth century was a time when being modern meant 
having a constitution, when the terms nationalism and constitutional- 
ism were almost synonymous. The most important nation-state cre- 
ated in nineteenth-century Europe was the German empire. 
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founded in 1871 after three wars presided over by the Prussian 
chancellor, Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898). Certainly the most dy- 
namic nation-state in eastern Asia during the past century has been 
Japan. Japan began the process of nation building in 1868 with the 
Meiji Restoration, but its constitution was not promulgated [pre- 
sented to the people] until 1889. This document, adapted from 
Bismarck's Prussian constitution, was largely the work of Ito Hi- 
robumi (1841-1909). 

Today, the very words Germany and Japan tend to create similar 
associations for Americans. We think immediately of economic 
competition and World War II. The parallels a century ago were 
equally striking. Bismarck's Prussia, the largest state in north Ger- 
many, had a reputation for military strength until it was humiliated 
by the armies of French Emperor Napoleon in 1806. Ito was thirteen 
in 1853, when Commodore Matthew Perry arrived in Japan to de- 
mand political and economic privileges for the Americans. He 
could do this because the Western nations possessed superior 
weapons and advanced industrial technology. Their desire to com- 
pete on equal terms in the world drove both Bismarck and Ito to 
create strong, centralized nation-states. Both realized that new po- 
litical structures were necessary before this could happen. Each 
wanted to preserve as much conservative political power as possi- 
ble while adopting only as much political modernization as was 
necessary to create a strong nation-state. Although each succeeded 
in maintaining the power of the ruling class, neither man was able 
to limit the growth of popular anti-government parties as much as 
he had hoped. Both tried to limit popular sovereignty [rule by the 
people]. Both left a flawed nation as a legacy to later leaders. The 
wars fought by Germany and Japan during the twentieth century 
were, in part, a consequence of the way constitutions were written 
and nationalism used there in the late nineteenth century. 

Otto von Bismarck's life and career were marked by a tension 
between his conservative political goals and the sometimes radical 
methods he used to pursue them. This tension was foreshadowed in 
his parentage. His father was a Prussian nobleman, a "Junker" [pro- 
nounced "yoongker"], whose family had owned land in Branden- 
burg for five centuries. His mother (with no "von" before her name 
to indicate nobility) was simply Wilhelmine Mencken, a middle- 
class descendant of civil servants and academicians. From his father, 
Bismarck learned to love the land and respect the values of the agri- 
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cultural classes. From his more cosmopolitan and ambitious mother, 
Bismarck acquired cleverness, sophistication, and an urban educa- 
tion not common among his Junker neighbors. Some historians be- 
lieve that Bismarck's attempt to imitate both of his very different 
parents made him a neurotic genius. 1 

Genius or not, Bismarck's early years were unproductive. As a 
student at the University of Gottingen, he spent much time drink- 
ing, falling in love, and delighting in duels (he fought twenty-five 
duels and suffered only one wound). His less than brilliant univer- 
sity career ended in Berlin, where he crammed to pass his law exam 
in 1834-1835. Bismarck's aggressive tendencies were diminished 
somewhat by a religious experience in 1846 and by his marriage to 
Johanna von Puttkamer in 1847, yet the "natural lust for combat" 
that led Bismarck to duel appeared later in struggles against politi- 
cal opponents and foreign rulers. Sometimes he expressed it more 
directly. In 1866, after Bismarck had become Prussian chancellor, a 
would-be assassin fired upon him five times on a Berlin street. As 
the man finished firing, the tall Junker turned upon him and seized 
him by the throat. 2 

Although he spent the seven years before his wedding manag- 
ing his family's estates, Bismarck's real loves were diplomacy and 
statecraft. He was able to pursue these after his king appointed him 
Prussian representative to the Diet of the German Confederation at 
Frankfurt in May 1851. During the 1850s, the Prussians and Austri- 
ans were struggling for control of the other German states after a 
group of middle-class revolutionaries had failed to unify Germany 
in 1848. In his role as Prussian ambassador to the Diet [where rep- 
resentatives from each German state met periodically to discuss 
common problems], Bismarck tried to promote Prussian domina- 
tion of a new German national state, which would exclude Austria. 
The Austrian empire at this time was ruled by Germans but in- 
cluded many non-German peoples living in southeastern Europe. 
During this decade, Bismarck also pursued his goal of Prussian 
leadership in Germany when he served for a time as the Prussian 
ambassador to Russia. 

Bismarck's chief advantage was that he knew precisely what he 
wanted: He favored not only Prussian domination of Germany but 
also a Prussia in which the Junker nobility, and not the middle-class 
liberals or (worse yet) democrats and socialists, would dominate the 
government and the army. He got his chance to work directly to 
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create such a state in the fall of 1862, when the Prussian king asked 
him to become chancellor [like a prime minister] and help the 
monarch win a constitutional conflict in which he had become 
embroiled. 

King William and his war minister wanted to modernize the 
Prussian army by drafting more men and keeping them in active 
service for three years instead of two. They also wanted to do away 
with the reserve, or Landwehr, with its supposedly less professional 
middle-class officers. Since this reform would mean a 50 percent in- 
crease in the military budget and a 25 percent tax increase, the king 
was required to ask the Prussian Parliament, or Diet, to approve the 
expense. In order to maintain some middle-class influence over 
the military, the members of the Prussian Diet wanted to keep both 
the Landwehr and the two-year period of service. This would give 
the Junker officers less time to indoctrinate new conscripts. For two 
years, the king was unable to get the Diet to approve the army bill. 
By 1862, when Bismarck was made chancellor, the two sides had 
become deadlocked. 

Bismarck showed both determination and shrewdness in solv- 
ing the king's problem. First, he told the members of the Diet that 
the German people preferred a strong army and national unifica- 
tion to liberal constitutional limits on the power of the government. 
Then he proved he was right and called the bluff of the liberals by 
telling the Prussian bureaucrats to collect the taxes to pay for the 
army reform, even though the Diet had not approved them. They 
did, and the people paid. Bismarck put the capstone on the liberal 
defeat in 1866. After the Seven Weeks' War, in which the newly- 
strengthened Prussian army decisively defeated Austria, Bismarck 
offered the Prussian Diet an Indemnity Bill. He would admit the 
government had been wrong in illegally collecting taxes if the Diet 
would retroactively approve the collection of those taxes. The bill 
passed 230 to 75. Forced to choose between liberal restraints on 
government and national power, the liberals chose power. Bis- 
marck sensed they would. 

After defeating Austria, Prussia was free to organize the North 
German Confederation, a union of all German states except Austria, 
Bavaria, Wiirttemberg, and Baden, in 1867. In 1871, after a war with 
France which Bismarck helped provoke and which resulted in 
another quick Prussian victory, the south German states (except 
Austria) joined in creating the German Empire. The Prussian king 
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became Kaiser (Emperor) William I. Bismarck created the constitu- 
tion for the new state, and this document shows how the "iron chan- 
cellor," as he was later known, was able to combine modern political 
forms with careful protection of traditional aristocratic values. 

Perhaps the most modern feature of Bismarck's constitution 
was the election of the lower house of the legislature (Reichstag) by 
universal male suffrage. A man did not even have to own property 
in order to vote. Bismarck's fellow Prussian conservatives were 
shocked at such radicalism. However, the appearance of popular 
government was deceptive. In the first place, the Reichstag had lit- 
tle real governing power. Representatives could not introduce, or 
"initiate," legislation but could only discuss and vote on what was 
brought to them by the government. All members of the "executive 
branch" of the government were appointed by the emperor and did 
not have to "respond" to the Reichstag. That body could not vote 
"no-confidence" in the chancellor, or chief minister, and thus force 
a change in the government, as the British Parliament could do. 

In the upper chamber of the legislature, the Federal Council or 
Bundesrat, conservative forces clearly dominated. Like the United 
States Senate, the Bundesrat had to approve all treaties and other 
legislation. However, members were not elected but appointed by 
the various state governments. They voted as instructed. Prussia, 
the largest state in the new empire, controlled three-fifths of the ter- 
ritory and seventeen of fifty-eight seats in the Bundesrat. Although 
the Reichstag did have to approve military spending, control of the 
army and the entire civil administration remained in the hands of 
the emperor. The entire constitution was seen as a gift from the 
princes to the German people rather than as a right of the people. 3 
The federal constitution contained no bill of rights; civil liberties 
and social services were left to the individual states. 

Bismarck's government was designed to be authoritarian with 
some democratic window dressing. Popular elections to the Reich- 
stag would mobilize national sentiment, and give people a feeling of 
participation in the government, while real power would remain in 
the hands of the aristocracy and upper-middle-class business inter- 
ests. But it did not work out that way. First, to be a genuine national 
symbol, the Reichstag had to be used; besides, the government was 
required to seek approval for legislation, especially that which in- 
volved spending money. Second, from 1871 to 1890, when Bismarck 
was forced to resign, the growing working-class electorate sent 
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increasing numbers of socialist delegates to the Reichstag. Bismarck 
and the emperor refused to work with the socialists, whom they 
considered radical. This would eventually bring legislative business 
to a standstill. Third, the constitution did not work as designed. Al- 
though the emperor himself had absolute authority over both the 
army and the civil administration, including the appointment of the 
chancellor and final decision on Reichstag measures, in practice Em- 
peror William I generally took advice from Bismarck, whose skillful 
manipulation of the various political constituencies was needed to 
keep the system working reasonably well. When William I's grand- 
son, William II, took over in 1890, he wanted the constitution to 
work as it had been designed on paper, with himself in charge. Bis- 
marck was dismissed, and William's attempts to use the constitution 
as written soon led to disaster. 

As perhaps the most skillful politician of his century, Bismarck 
was able to maintain political equilibrium both at home and in Eu- 
rope, like a man standing at the center of a seesaw, applying weight 
as needed to keep his potential enemies in the air. During the 1870s, 
he allied himself with the liberals in the Reichstag to establish laws 
(such as those removing trade barriers among German states and 
setting up a common coinage) which would promote industrializa- 
tion. During the 1880s, Bismarck allied himself with the Catholic 
Center Party (which he had attacked in the 1870s) and the conserv- 
atives while attacking the liberals and the socialists. This policy of 
unifying people by creating common enemies was also pursued in 
European diplomacy. Bismarck tied both Russia and Austria to 
Germany with alliances in which he promised to help either coun- 
try if the other attacked. He also tied himself to Russia in the Rein- 
surance Treaty of 1887 in order to forestall any alliance between 
France and Russia which would encircle Germany. At the Berlin 
Conference in 1878, he prevented Russia from taking too much ter- 
ritory in the Balkans, thus disturbing the balance between Russia 
and Austria in that area. In 1885, at another Berlin Conference, he 
helped provide for a friendly division of European territory in 
Africa. Bismarck clearly wished to keep peace at home and abroad, 
yet he could do this only by a delicate balancing of forces, which 
his successors were not able to continue. Their attempts to imitate 
him, in a world of changing economic and political conditions, de- 
generated into bluster and bullying. After 1890, Germany's al- 
liances led to war instead of peace. 
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Over a decade after Bismarck's forced retirement in 1890 and 
just a few years before his own death, Japanese statesman Ito Hi- 
robumi wrote "Some Reminiscences of the Grant of the New Con- 
stitution." In this essay, Ito summarized the policy of the Japanese 
government in 1868 after the Meiji Restoration, a coup led by 
young aristocratic warrior-bureaucrats [samurai] from several of 
the major domains [large feudal estates]. These Meiji bureaucrats, 
or oligarchs, as they came to be known, abolished the Tokugawa 
Shogunate [a form of government in which a military leader, or 
shogun, ruled in the name of the emperor] and proclaimed the 
young emperor the power center of a new Japanese government. 
These men wished to modernize the country and were determined 
to meet the threat posed by the Western powers. In words which 
might have been used by a German statesman at the same time, the 
emperor, as Ito remembered, swore 

to educate the people to the requirements of a constitutional state, 
to fortify the nation with the best results and resources of modem 
civilization, and thus to secure for the country prosperity, 
strength, and . . . the . . . recognized status of membership upon 
an equal footing in the family of the most powerful and civilized 
nations of the world . 4 

To seek a place in the sun, among the great powers, was as im- 
portant to late-nineteenth-century Japanese as it was to their Ger- 
man counterparts. From 1868, when he was made an Imperial 
councilor, to his death in 1909, Ito was a part of a process of mod- 
ernization which sought to combine Western economic and mili- 
tary power with the social and political stability of traditional 
Japan. The results of this attempt, as in Germany, were mixed. 

Ito hailed from the village of Tsukari in the domain of Choshu 
in southern Japan. His father, Hayashi Juzo, though a farmer, was 
descended from the samurai warrior class, the rough equivalent of 
medieval European knights and traced his family back to the third 
son of Emperor Kiorei (290-214 b . c .). 5 Ito received the education of 
a samurai and grew up sharing this group's dislike for foreigners 
who demanded special commercial and legal rights such as ex- 
traterritoriality [being subject to their own laws rather than those of 
the country in which they resided]. Many Japanese warriors, espe- 
cially those in the western domains of Choshu, Satysuma, Tosa, 
and Hizen, wished to overthrow the shogun because he had made 
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deals with the foreigners. Leaders in the western domains wished to 
restore the power of the emperor — in whose name the shogun's 
family had ruled Japan for more than two centuries — and to fight to 
throw out the foreigners. By 1864, as a result of a unique journey, Ito 
had become one of the first young samurai to suggest restoring the 
emperor, as well as making temporary peace with the foreigners. 

In May 1863, Ito and four other young samurai secretly 
boarded a freighter to sneak to Shanghai and then England in order 
to learn Western sea-faring techniques. Ito returned to Japan six 
months later with some knowledge of English and the conviction 
that Japan must become a modern nation. The way to do this was 
to learn from the foreigners rather than expel them. This was a 
more mature Ito than the young man who, several years earlier, 
had helped burn down the house of the British diplomatic repre- 
sentative in Yedo because it had been built on sacred ground. 6 

After the Meiji Restoration, Ito and his fellow oligarchs faced 
the task of building a modern nation-state in Japan. Their job was 
to create a truly central administration to replace the old domains. 
Japan also needed a national army, modern communications, a 
common currency, and national laws. The difficulty of this task of 
modernization is illustrated by the story of how peasants cut tele- 
graph wires because they believed the wires would be used to 
transmit their blood to quench the thirst of the foreigners. Other, 
less fearful peasants decided that, if the wires could carry thoughts, 
they ought to be able to carry packages. Riders had to be hired to 
keep the lines free and uncut. 7 

Ito and his colleagues proceeded slowly and carefully in de- 
vising a political system. It took them more than twenty years to 
promulgate a constitution designed to strengthen the state and the 
allegiance of the people. Ito was sent on three missions abroad dur- 
ing his career, and the second of these, in 1882-1883 took him to 
Bismarck's Germany, whose constitution the Japanese used as a 
model for their own. A Prussian, Carl Friedrich Hermann Roessler, 
was even a member of the five-man committee which wrote the 
Japanese document. 8 Ito himself shared the Prussian belief that a 
legislature dominated by political parties should not control the 
Imperial government. When one of his colleagues proposed an 
English-style constitution with an executive responsible to a parlia- 
ment, or diet, Ito strongly opposed him, writing, "Your memorial 
calls for selecting the heads of ministries and imperial household 
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officials from political parties. In the final analysis this is equivalent 
to transferring the imperial prerogatives to the people. Such hereti- 
cal views should not be held by any subject. 9 

When finally written and presented as "a voluntary gift of the 
Emperor to his subjects/' the Japanese constitution continued the 
broad powers of the emperor over the military and civil adminis- 
tration. Civil rights were guaranteed to the people "only within the 
limits of the law." The Japanese authors thought they had solved 
the problems of getting money for the budget from the lower 
house, or Diet. If the Diet could not agree on a budget, the budget 
from the previous year would automatically come into force. While 
a clever idea in theory, in practice the lower house attained control 
over the budget, since the Japanese government, and especially the 
military, was expanding throughout the late nineteenth century 
and needed increases every year. 10 

During his long career, Ito served his emperor in many ways. 
He was the chief minister, or premier, on four separate occasions 
and at other times was minister for finance and "home affairs" and 
presiding officer of the House of Peers, or upper chamber of the 
legislature. At one point in the mid-1880s, Ito's positions as pre- 
mier, head of the staff of the imperial household, and chairman of 
the commission to draw up the constitution gave him powers com- 
parable to those of Bismarck. 11 When it became clear that political 
parties were going to remain a force in Japan, despite the dislike of 
the oligarchs for party government, Ito responded by organizing 
his own party in 1900. The Seiyukai, or [literally] "friends of the 
Constitution," party won the Diet elections in 1900. Ito became 
premier again, and set a healthy example of working within the po- 
litical process rather than just manipulating the existing parties, as 
Bismarck had done. Ito spent the last years of his life attempting to 
moderate the influence of the military in foreign policy, but he was 
unable to avoid a war with Russia over Korea, which the Japanese 
won. In 1905, he became the first "resident general" for Japan in 
Korea and four years later was assassinated by a Korean national- 
ist. With Ito's moderating influence gone, and using his death as a 
pretext, the Japanese annexed the peninsula outright in 1910. 

Increasing domination of Japanese politics by the military led 
to more wars, culminating in World War II. As in Germany, the 
civilians supported these wars as long as the army was successful. 
Also as in Germany, political parties increased their influence in the 
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generation after Ito's death, despite the authoritarian system of 
government envisioned in the original constitution. Of course, in 
Japan loyalty to the semi-divine emperor was a more important 
nation-building force than were popular elections to the Diet. This 
and as the more limited suffrage in Japan (only slightly more than 
1 percent of the populace could vote in 1889) were important dif- 
ferences in the politics of the two new states. Another cultural dif- 
ference between the two nations was the more dominant position 
of the male in Japanese society. Twenty-five years after his death, 
Ito's biographer wrote, with only a hint of apology, that his sub- 
ject, "like all privileged men of his race, . . . made the rounds of 
the various inns where wine, women, and the noisy twang of the 
shamisen [musical instrument] served to conjure up that delectable 
freedom of oblivion for one brief night." 12 If Bismarck enjoyed 
such pleasures, the customs of his society required that he do so 
less publicly. 

In neither of these two modern nations did the authoritarian 
groups lose their ability to shape the destiny of the country until 
the middle of the twentieth century. Ironically, Adolf Hitler did 
more to destroy the old Prussian Junker class than did Germany's 
enemies in World War II; Hitler was particularly upset when mem- 
bers of this group helped organize a plot to kill him in 1944. In 
Japan, while members of the old oligarchic families continued to in- 
fluence national life in the years after World War II, the military 
clique lost its power and the post-World War II constitution clearly 
announced "that sovereign power resides with the people." 

We can say, then, that the attempts by Bismarck and lto to com- 
bine the social and political values of an agrarian warrior aristoc- 
racy with the industrial and military power of a dynamic modern 
state had only limited success. In both cases, the new nations were 
flawed. On the one hand, liberal capitalists wished to use govern- 
ment to create a new industrial society. A move in this direction 
would necessarily require giving some power to the working class, 
however much the industrialists resented doing so. On the other 
hand, the more conservative rulers distrusted both the upstart busi- 
nesspeople and industrialists and the working masses. These tradi- 
tionalist rulers, however, did value the ability of the industrialists 
to make guns and the ability of the men of the lower classes to use 
them in war. 
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Perhaps the best example of these rulers' desire to keep their 
power while pretending to share it was the constitutions they de- 
vised. When a government issues a constitution, it is saying that 
people are governed by laws which will be fairly enforced. It is also 
saying that people have a right to know what the rules of govern- 
ment are. These points, of course, both the Prussian Junkers and the 
Japanese oligarchs would concede. But it is only a short step from 
having clear rules to saying that the people who have the right to 
these rules also have the right to change them. This is the principle 
of popular sovereignty, one which the conservative Bismarck and 
Ito would not accept but, in the final analysis, could not deny. 
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CHAPTER 10 


Chimwere and York: 
Heroes in Two Worlds 


Why do historians regard World War I as the beginning of 
"contemporary history”? Hozo did this first great twentieth-century 
conflict change the lives of so many people who lived far from the 
battlefields of Europe? Are the worlds referred to in this title only 
geographic ones? 

Odd as it may seem, it is no accident that historians date the start 
of what they call "contemporary history" from the beginning of a 
war that began nearly a century ago, in 1914. By weakening the 
major European colonial powers. World War I marked the begin- 
ning of the end of a time when Europeans dominated the world po- 
litically and economically. The "Great War," as it was called until a 
greater one broke out in 1939, laid the foundation for a century in 
which non-Europeans would play a more important role than they 
had earlier. The United States would be one of the new "world 
powers" of the twentieth century. And, after World War II, many 
former colonial peoples would emerge as new nations seeking a 
voice in the international arena. 

The First World War was also a turning point in world history 
because it was the first modern global conflict. Nations and indi- 
viduals on every continent joined with one side or the other (the 
Central Powers: Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey, or the 
Allies: Britain, France, Russia, Italy, and the United States). Many 
troops from across the globe fought in the war, including some 
who were subject to the colonial rule of one of the principal com- 
batant states. By bringing so many previously isolated peoples into 
a major war, World War I began the process of "shrinking the 
globe" that we are familiar with today. In that sense, at least, it did 
begin "contemporary history." 
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Two of the places far removed from the trenches of Europe — 
but linked in this shrinking world by the war — were the hills and 
valleys of Malawi in East Africa and those of the Cumberland 
plateau in eastern Tennessee, U.S.A. This is the story of how the 
Great War changed the lives of two war heroes, Juma Chimwere 
and Alvin York. Each was forced to recognize a wider world than 
the one in which he had been born; each had to deal with changes 
which came to the lives of his people both during and after the war. 

Although he proved to have an extraordinary career, Juma 
Chimwere had very humble beginnings. Born about 1879 — the 
exact year is unknown — he came from an area of southeastern 
Malawi that was undergoing significant transitions. A variety of re- 
lated Bantu-speaking peoples, continuing the movement east and 
south which they had begun centuries earlier, were establishing 
claims on the land between Zomba and Mulanje mountains. We 
know nothing certain about his childhood, except that he was 
raised in a traditional African extended family which belonged to 
the Yao tribe or ethnic group; his family was probably allied with a 
nearby British-appointed leader of the Nyanja ethnic group. In tra- 
ditional African societies, power and personal identity were tied to 
family lineages, not to territorial states as we know them in Europe. 
Chimwere was clearly a child of a traditional African society. His 
family, unlike many others in East Africa, had not become part of 
the growing number of Christian or the smaller number of Muslim 
cultural communities that were found throughout this area. 1 

As European influence expanded in southern Malawi during 
the first years of his life, Chimwere was attracted to the opportuni- 
ties it offered. As a young adult, one of his best options was service 
with the British who controlled Malawi, then called Nyasaland. In 
December of 1896, he presented himself to the adjutant general of 
the King's African Rifles (KAR) at Zomba, seeking to enlist in that 
branch of the British army. 2 

His enlistment papers indicate that he was then just eighteen 
and a resident of Chikowi village, located within ten miles of the 
growing British administrative center on the eastern slope of 
Zomba Mountain. While many young Africans at this time sought 
the prestige of serving the Europeans and even falsified informa- 
tion on their applications in an effort to be accepted, Chimwere' s 
record seems accurate. At least we know that he returned to the vil- 
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lage of Chikowi when he retired after a distinguished twenty-five- 
year career in the British army. 

Chimwere served throughout British Africa during his many 
years in the KAR. He was sent to posts as far north as Somalia and 
as far west as Ashanti, on the Gold Coast in West Africa. Generally, 
the British did not allow African soldiers to serve in their home 
areas, in case they would be required to put down a native rebel- 
lion or other challenge to imperial authority. In the course of his 
service, Chimwere was, by some accounts, one of the first Malaw- 
ians to visit London. He was among a distinguished King's African 
Rifles honor contingent awarded medals by King Edward VII in 
1901 for service in the Ashanti expedition, one of several British at- 
tempts to place the peoples of the Gold Coast under colonial au- 
thority. Having risen rapidly through the ranks, Juma Chimwere 
was by this time a sergeant in the KAR, one of its senior African 
noncommissioned officers. After only fifteen years of service, he 
was the second longest serving askari [black African soldier] in the 
first battalion of the KAR. 

The years just prior to the First World War were quiet ones for 
the soldiers of the KAR. Colonial rule was well-established 
throughout most of Africa, and disputes between European powers 
there were minimal. Colonial military forces were cut back to 
peacetime levels, and many askari were discharged. Juma, how- 
ever, was allowed to reenlist twice during this period (in 1908 and 
1910), a sign of the respect which his commanding officers had for 
his abilities. 

Chimwere was also respected among the people of his local 
area. He had three wives and many children. Since his home was 
not far from the KAR barracks in Zomba, most of his family lived in 
and around Chikowi village. The extended family included his 
brother, who lived nearby on the slopes of Zomba Mountain and 
who looked after family matters while Juma was on duty at the bar- 
racks or in the field. This included caring for the many cattle which 
Juma had accumulated, for he was considered very prosperous by 
his peers. His intelligence was also respected by his people; had it 
not been for his military duties, he would have been expected to be 
an advisor to the local headman [the traditional authority desig- 
nated by the British to manage local affairs as part of the system of 
indirect rule in the African colonies]. 
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World War I interrupted Chimwere's life as a joint member, we 
might say, of both British and African societies, yet it also gave him 
the opportunity to become a hero in the eyes of both his British 
rulers and his African peers. His regiment was deployed to British 
East Africa (Kenya) to defend the colony against German raids. 
Early in 1915, German attacks were being launched from bases just 
south of the frontier between British and German East Africa. 
Chimwere's regiment was sent into action to attack one such Ger- 
man base, at Mbuyuni. 

The small expedition included English, Rhodesian, and Indian 
soldiers, in addition to KAR units from Uganda and Nyasaland. 
The main frontal assault on July 14, 1915, was assigned primarily to 
the First Battalion KAR, including the company Juma served as 
Colour Sergeant [leader of a platoon-sized unit], with other units 
attacking on the German flank. The operation was nearly a disaster. 
Some of the support units bolted and the main attack stalled. With- 
out good communication with the flanking forces, the commanders 
ordered a retreat. 

During this retreat, Chimwere distinguished himself. With all 
of the European [white] officers in the two attacking companies of 
his battalion killed in action, Sergeant Chimwere rallied the remain- 
ing askeri and led them in a short attack, covering the retreat of 
other forces. Then, although wounded, Chimwere directed his men 
in gathering all his unit's guns and equipment, as well as the dead 
and wounded, and, under heavy fire, led them in retreat. For his 
bravery, Chimwere was recommended for the Victoria Cross, the 
highest award for gallantry in the British army. However, probably 
because he was a black colonial soldier, he was awarded the Distin- 
guished Conduct Medal (the next highest award) instead. 3 

During his recovery from his wounds, Juma learned that one of 
his wives had been unfaithful during his absence. It was to this 
event, as much as to enemy fire, that Juma attributed his injury; 
such connections were commonly assumed in many traditional 
African societies in recognition that individual actions have both 
social and personal consequences. Thus, when he was well enough 
to return home on leave, Chimwere divorced this wife. He believed 
that this would protect him from other misfortunes once he re- 
turned to duty. During this leave, he was also the featured askari at 
a grand military parade in Zomba, where Nyasaland Governor 
George Smith presented his Distinguished Conduct Medal, an 
event which impressed many European military observers. 4 
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Having been promoted to Regimental Sargeant Major, having 
been rewarded for his bravery, and having put his personal affairs 
in order, Chimwere volunteered to return to the East African front 
for what turned out to be the rest of the war. Even after the armist- 
ice, he returned for yet another tour with the KAR. It was during 
this post-war period that he began to emerge as a respected and as- 
sertive leader among his people, although within the constraints of 
the colonial system. 

As he returned to active duty following the armistice, Chimwere 
asked for and was given permission to wear a special uniform, one 
which distinguished him from the other askari. But his quest for 
what the commanding officer of the Second Battalion KAR described 
as a "certain distinction" was an attempt to gain respect among his 
fellow Africans for his special service to the British rulers. As for the 
special uniform, the commanding officer noted that he should "be al- 
lowed a little latitude as he certainly has done good work for 2nd 
regiment and is about the only real Regimental Sergeant Major that 
we possess." 5 For years, fellow askari recognized Chimwere's leader- 
ship ability, his example, and his instruction to younger troops, yet 
there was a limit to his effective service, and in 1921 he retired from 
active duty, remaining a member of the KAR reserve for another 
decade. 

During his retirement, he returned to Chikowi village, where 
he served as the principal counselor to the local chief. Although he 
never became either a Christian or a Muslim, as did many African 
leaders, Chimwere was described by his son Titus as "one of the 
savers, [one who could speak up for his people] because he could 
speak English [and] could read and write." These skills, which he 
gained during his military service, remained important in his role 
as a counselor to his chief. 6 Chimwere served as what we would 
call a justice of the peace, settling minor local disputes, and as an 
advisor to both European and African authorities on matters relat- 
ing to his village and the surrounding area. In the colonial order, he 
was an important man. Juma accumulated much wealth, most of it 
in the form of cattle, which he kept on land given to him because of 
the respect he had earned through his military service. 

His standing in European and African society is shown by the 
fact that he was given special permission to carry a carbine. In colo- 
nial Nyasaland, this was a great honor for an African, since laws 
prohibited African civilians from carrying rifles. Chimwere was 
allowed this privilege to protect his herds of cattle, as well as the 
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cattle belonging to the local KAR officers' mess [kitchen]. In return 
for this service to KAR officers, he was frequently invited to visit his 
former superiors. As a sign of their respect for him, the British KAR 
officers commissioned a local artist to paint his portrait and for 
years it hung in the officers' mess. 

While all this may not seem like much honor for a military 
hero, it is significant because he was an African in a British colonial 
protectorate at a time when most natives were not highly regarded 
by their British rulers. In that setting, Chimwere earned the respect 
of both his own people and of the British, no small achievement. 
Testimony to how he was viewed by his white superiors can be 
found in a rare and touching passage from the memoirs of Major 
General Sir Francis de Guingand, who was commander of Juma's 
old battalion in 1930, when the World War I hero died of tuberculo- 
sis. After seeing that Juma was cared for while the battalion went 
on maneuvers, he returned to find Chimwere near death and un- 
able to speak. "I felt tears stinging my eyes at the sight of our old 
comrade so near his last discharge. I touched his hand and left the 
hut. We attended his funeral in the cool of the next evening, with 
our band playing those tunes that he loved so well." 7 

Juma Chimwere was able to adapt successfully to the colonial 
environment and to fit into the European world without abandon- 
ing his native traditions. Being a war hero gave him privileges not 
accorded to other black Africans, but he did not become a full 
member of the European world. He never became a Christian, for 
example, and had virtually no formal education. His two sons and 
his two nephews, for whom he served as a father figure, served in 
the KAR during World War II, taking the path that he followed to 
success. Chimwere continued to live in the traditional African fash- 
ion, while meeting the challenges of European domination on its 
own terms. He remained a hero in both worlds. Few Africans could 
claim that until much later in the twentieth century. 

World War I changed Alvin York's life much more decisively 
than it did Chimwere's. Born in 1887 in Fentress County in northeast- 
ern Tennessee, fifty miles from the nearest railroad, York grew up in 
a world perhaps more isolated from world events than Chimwere's. 
York, unlike Chimwere, was not a career soldier but a farmer and 
hunter in the Valley of the Three Forks of the Wolf River. His family 
worked land settled by his great-grandfather, an acquaintance of 
Davy Crockett and John Clemens, father of Mark Twain. 8 
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York's family, like that of Chimwere, was poor. One of eleven 
children on a family farm of seventy-five acres, Alvin was taught 
by his father how to use a muzzle-loading rifle to shoot the heads 
off turkeys to avoid damaging the meat. Because of the demands of 
farming, school only lasted for several months in the summer, and 
young York reached adulthood with about a third-grade education. 
Hunting was a favorite activity of the men of Fentress County, and 
Alvin became an excellent marksman who often took home prizes 
at the frequent shooting contests. One of these involved killing 
turkeys tethered behind logs so only their heads were visible. He 
was an excellent shot even when drunk; riding home one night, he 
shot six of his neighbor's turkeys with six shots — and was hauled 
into court. 9 As a young man, York also worked as a day laborer on 
railroad gangs and on road construction crews. 

In his late twenties, he developed an interest in a neighbor girl. 
Grade Williams. Inspired by her decision not to see him until he 
stopped his excessive drinking and shooting, and by his mother, he 
was "saved" at a revival in 1915. He stopped drinking, gambling, 
and other forms of "hell-raising" (including drunken target prac- 
tice) and even became an elder in the local Church of Christ in 
Christian Union. He was committed enough to the church that he 
led the singing regularly and even conducted services when the 
pastor was away. 10 

When the United States entered World War I in 1917, York was 
drafted and struggled with the contradiction between his desire to 
serve his country and the biblical injunction not to kill. During 
training, he appealed for Conscientious Objector status on four oc- 
casions but was turned down because his particular church had no 
distinctive pacifist traditions but only followed the Bible, which has 
mixed views on killing. After joining the 82nd Division, he spent a 
long night discussing pacifism with a sympathetic battalion com- 
mander before deciding, just before he was shipped to France, that 
God did indeed want him to fight. 11 

The resolution of York's religious struggle was important be- 
cause it was precisely his ability to kill that made him a hero and 
changed his life. In the Argonne Forest in France on October 8, 
1918, York, armed with only a rifle and pistol, and aided by only 
seven other men, succeeded in putting thirty-five German machine 
gun nests out of action. He did this in part by killing twenty-five 
German machine gunners the way he had killed turkeys tethered 
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behind logs in Tennessee. Each time a German gunner raised his 
head high enough to fire his gun, York killed him with a single shot 
to the head. Moving from one nest to another, and using a German 
prisoner to ask the gunners to surrender, York took 132 prisoners, 
which he and his small band marched back to Allied lines. For this 
feat of individual heroism, York was promoted from corporal to 
sergeant, and he received the Distinguished Service Cross and the 
Medal of Honor. 12 

A biographer tells us that Alvin York "marched out of the Ar- 
gonne Forest and into the annals of American legend." 13 An article 
in the Saturday Evening Post portrayed him as the perfect American 
hero, a simple mountaineer and frontiersman who demonstrated 
that the old values of shooting straight and loving God could bring 
victory even in the modern industrial age symbolized by the ma- 
chine gun. 14 He was greeted by huge crowds when he returned 
home, much like those that greeted Charles Lindbergh nine years 
later, after he had flown the Atlantic solo. York was further praised 
when he turned down over $100,000 (an immense fortune for a 
man who had worked for $1 .60 a day two years earlier) in book and 
movie contracts and other offers after he returned to the United 
States. He was the first American war hero since Robert E. Lee to 
refuse to commercialize his success. York's personal manner, like 
that of Lindbergh later, was "modest and unassuming." A consci- 
entious objector who nevertheless became a war hero, a simple man 
who traveled thousands of miles to defend his country but who re- 
fused money and returned to his humble home to farm and marry 
his sweetheart: all this seemed to many Americans to be the best of 
both worlds — the modern and the traditional. 15 

Once the excitement died down, however, the permanent 
changes in York's life proved to be much greater than those facing 
Juma Chimwere. Although well-wishers raised money to buy 
Sergeant York a farm, he lacked the education or business skill to 
manage it well. A national fund-raising campaign was necessary to 
retire his mortgage and keep him from going bankrupt. York also 
wanted to use his fame to improve conditions in his mountains by 
building schools. He spent years raising funds and fighting political 
battles to build the York Agricultural Institute, which was opened in 
1930. When the Great Depression threatened the continuation of the 
school, York supported it with his own money, taking out a mort- 
gage on his farm to do so. He did not manage well as president and 
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business manager of the institute and he was replaced in these posi- 
tions in 1935. One member of the board of directors told him that it 
was "not good diplomacy to let a man be head of a school who has- 
n't a college degree." 16 Formal education was becoming more im- 
portant in York's world than it was in Chimwere's East Africa. 

In the midst of all this, Alvin York remained, despite his fame 
and the problems it brought him, a generous person whose kind- 
ness to many family and friends left him nearly broke by the end of 
the 1930s. In addition, because of a dispute with the Internal Rev- 
enue Service over taxes it said he owed on royalties paid him from 
the movie Sergeant York, he entered his final years impossibly in 
debt. House of Representatives Speaker Sam Rayburn arranged a 
"compromise" with the tax service in 1961 that left him owing 
"only" $25,000, a sum eventually paid by donations from the pub- 
lic. 17 By this time, York had suffered several strokes; these and se- 
vere arthritis left him an invalid by the late 1950s. He died in 1964. 

Alvin York certainly received more recognition for his act of 
heroism during World War I than Juma Chimwere did for his. 
Highway 127 through eastern Tennessee was named the "Alvin 
York Highway." No one named a road after Chimwere, nor were 
any movies made or books written about his life. Alvin York be- 
came a living legend; the true story of York became less important 
to people than the image of sturdy, simple virtue that he repre- 
sented at a time in American history when many rural Americans 
were having trouble adjusting to the changes brought by rapid in- 
dustrialization and urbanization. York became a symbol of a person 
who had been successful — at least until the end of 1918 — without 
adjusting to modern life. The American people "created a hero in 
response to a felt need in society, and Alvin York answered that 
need. His significance lies not in what he was but in what others 
wanted him to be," wrote York's biographer. 18 Of course, many of 
his post-World War I difficulties were due to the fact that he was 
too poorly educated to handle his finances successfully and to man- 
age the educational institution he established. York found it hard to 
live in two worlds, the simpler one that existed for him before 1918 
and the one he was forced into after the war. Perhaps, unlike 
Chimwere, York tried to do too much after the war. 

By contrast, Juma Chimwere's worlds before and after his act of 
wartime heroism were not that different. He was already a member 
of two worlds — African and European — before the war and he 
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remained so after the war. As a native in a society dominated by 
outsiders of a different race, Chimwere was not subjected to the 
kind of hero-worship that ended up making Alvin York's life so 
complicated at times after 1918. Chimwere's British superiors were 
never tempted to use him as a symbol of the outstanding military 
skills of the Yao tribe. If he was a symbol of anything, it was that of 
a man who appreciated the British army and remained loyal to it 
throughout his life. 

The changes brought by World War I to Nyasaland were less 
immediately dramatic than those brought to the United States by its 
involvement in the war, yet the social and military skills acquired 
by Chimwere and others would later allow men like him to govern 
their country after Malawi became independent of British rule in 
1964. The changes that confronted the United States after World 
War I were more dramatic — we think of the Roaring Twenties, the 
Great Depression, and the New Deal among others. In this environ- 
ment, Alvin York's heroism made him the symbol of an earlier, 
simpler time. He was valued because he was a reminder of an ear- 
lier world that was (or seemed) less complicated. Chimwere was 
respected because he had found a way to be part of both an older, 
traditional world and the newer, more complicated one brought by 
the British. Such are the issues that the Great War raised for people 
as different as these two men and their two countries. 
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CHAPTER 1 1 


Hitler and Stalin: 
Ideas or Personality? 


How do rulers of spectacular brutality get and keep power in a 
modern state? Is their success due to the power of their ideas or 
beliefs, the mistakes of others, or their personal abilities? 

We choke on the numbers. Adolf Hitler (1889-1945), who ruled 
Germany from 1933 to his death, began a war in 1939 that resulted 
in the deaths of at least 40 million people. Over 6 million of these 
were European Jews and others systematically exterminated in 
what we call the Holocaust. 1 

Joseph Stalin (1879-1953), sole ruler of the Soviet Union from 
1929 to his death, forced millions of peasants off their private land 
and into large, inefficient, state-run farms in order to rapidly indus- 
trialize the giant Russian state. This "Great Leap Forward" in the 
early 1930s resulted in famine that took 5 million lives in the 
Ukraine alone between 1932 and 1934. Over a twenty-five year pe- 
riod, millions more were "liquidated" [executed] or sent to slave 
labor camps for real or imagined — mostly imagined — opposition to 
Stalin's policies. 

All told, a minimum of 50 million people died between 1930 and 
1950 as a result of the beliefs and actions of these two men. To the 
extent that numbers matter, it can be argued that Adolf Hitler and 
Joseph Stalin had greater impact on the history of the twentieth 
century than any other two people. 

Our textbooks tell us that Hitler ruled using a set of political and 
social beliefs known as Nazism; the term was taken from the name 
of Hitler's political party, the National Socialist German Worker's 
Party [Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partei, or NSDAP in 
German]. Texts also tell us that Stalin was the successor to Vladimir 
I. Lenin, the Bolshevik revolutionary whose party seized power in 
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Russia in November 1917, with plans to create a socialist state and 
spark a worldwide socialist revolution. 

What is not always clear in our discussion of the great political 
ideas of the twentieth century — nationalist, fascist, Nazi, commu- 
nist, or totalitarian — is the crucial role of individuals such as Hitler 
and Stalin in shaping and defining them. Each took existing politi- 
cal sentiments (or resentments) in his country and turned them in 
incredibly brutal directions. They were able to do this because of 
their unscrupulous determination and because of the disunity, in- 
decision, and scruples of their opponents. The lives of Adolf Hitler 
and Joseph Stalin show us that the personalities of these leaders 
were more important than either the historical conditions in which 
they found themselves or the ideologies they represented, though 
these two were important as well. Both men had a pronounced 
sense of mission, or destiny, and emphasized the power of the will. 
Both were also extremely calculating, devious, and flexible, able to 
outwait and outwit their opponents. 

Adolf Hitler's strong will was evident in his youth. Born in 
Austria, he was the son of Alois Hitler, a customs official, and his 
third (and much younger) wife, Klara. Klara's indulgence of her 
son contributed to his later strong sense of self-importance. Young 
Hitler was a bright but moody and erratic student who barely fin- 
ished secondary school and spent much time as a teenager dream- 
ing of being a great artist, sharing fantasies of greatness with his 
best friend, and drawing sketches showing how he would rebuild 
their town of Linz. Hitler's father died in 1903 and Klara was 
stricken with breast cancer in early 1907. Hitler tenderly nursed his 
mother in the weeks before her death in December and then used a 
small orphan's pension to support himself in Vienna, where he 
twice failed to pass the examination for admission to the Vienna 
Academy of Art. He spent the next six years, before moving to Mu- 
nich in 1913, living from hand to mouth, sometimes earning money 
by drawing watercolor scenes and advertising posters, and arguing 
politics and dreaming up get-rich-quick schemes while living in 
shelters for homeless men. 2 

When World War I broke out in 1914, Hitler eagerly volun- 
teered for service in the German army and spent four years on the 
Western Front, earning an Iron Cross First Class in 1918 as a result 
of his heroism in battle, an unusually high honor for a corporal. In 
the army. Hitler found a sense of belonging he had missed since his 
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mother's death. He was, therefore, particularly shocked when, in a 
hospital recovering from a mustard gas attack, he was told of Ger- 
many's defeat. Hitler returned to Munich, where conservative army 
officers gave him a job investigating "radical" groups. He was asked 
to speak to returning troops about the evils of socialism in a country 
which had suddenly (with the abdication of the kaiser on November 
9, 1918) become a democratic republic. Munich and the rest of 
Bavaria soon became a center of right-wing opposition to the new 
national government; it was here that Hitler formulated his new ide- 
ology and discovered his power as a speechmaker. His beliefs, ex- 
pressed in speeches after he joined the small German Workers Party 
and changed it into the NSDAP, included opposition to democracy 
and socialism. Popular fears of these ideas were made real by the 
fact that the largest party in the new German legislature was the So- 
cial Democratic Party. Although it was then a middle-class party 
committed to democracy, the Social Democrats (SPD) had histori- 
cally promoted Marxist ideas of equality and revolution. They and 
other mainstream liberal parties were also responsible for the 
armistice of 1918 and the hated Versailles Treaty of 1919. The 
armistice was considered a "stab in the back" by right-wing nation- 
alists, since German troops were still on French soil when it was 
signed. The treaty took territory from Germany, disarmed the coun- 
try, and imposed oppressively high reparation payments. Hitler 
railed against all this, but the heart of his ideology and program — 
from its beginnings in 1919 to his final "testament" in 1945 — was his 
hatred of the Jews. 

In later years, Hitler claimed that he formed his antisemitic [anti- 
Jewish] views while living in Vienna. In his famous political autobi- 
ography, Mein Kampf [My Struggle], written from 1924 to 1926, he de- 
scribes seeing "filthy" Jews and reading that Jews were not a 
religious group but an accursed race responsible for all moral and 
political evil. Some have argued that Hitler's antisemitism could be 
traced to his fear that one of his grandparents was Jewish, or to the 
fact that a Jewish physician had failed to cure his beloved mother of 
cancer. While we may never know the exact source of his deep hos- 
tility toward Jews, we do know that by the mid-1920s he had 
adopted and had begun to popularize a nineteenth-century antise- 
mitic view of history as a struggle between superior and inferior 
races. The Aryans [his term for Germanic peoples] were locked in 
constant struggle with lesser races, such as the Slavs. However, the 
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lowest life-form for him was the Jews. The Aryans were the source of 
all real culture; the Jews were eternal "culture-destroyers." They 
threatened Germany both as capitalists who had sabotaged the Ger- 
man army in World War I and as the leaders of "Jewish Bolshevism," 
who wanted to destroy the country through socialist revolution. As 
early as August 1919, Hitler wrote that the "ultimate goal" of a 
strong Germany should be "the removal of the Jews altogether." 3 

Given the irrational nature of Hitler's ideology, we can under- 
stand his appeal only if we appreciate two additional things: the 
mood in Germany after World War I and Hitler's gifts as an orator. 
The defeat left many Germans disoriented and angry. The new re- 
publican government — with no troops of its own — had to rely upon 
the old army's conservative officers to put down several attempts at 
a communist revolution. Meanwhile, those same officers and their 
nationalist supporters, the people most responsible for war in 1914, 
had escaped responsibility for the defeat. Representatives of the new 
democratic parties were forced to sign the armistice and the hated 
Versailles Treaty because President Wilson of the United States re- 
fused to deal with the "militarists" who had caused the war. The 
new democratic Weimar Republic, called after the city where the 
constitution was written, appeared to be imposed on the people as a 
consequence of defeat. The new government was, therefore, unfairly 
associated in people's minds with defeat. Right-wing orators such as 
Hitler loudly blamed the "November criminals" for selling out the 
nation when, in fact, it was the leaders of the army in 1918 who had 
desperately requested an armistice so that the retreating army 
would not be destroyed. By 1923, German inability to pay repara- 
tions had led to French occupation of the industrial Ruhr valley. 
When the Weimar government printed money to pay the workers to 
go on strike rather than supply the French with iron and steel, it 
caused a serious inflation, which wiped out the savings of many 
middle-class Germans. Although the government survived this cri- 
sis, the fear it inspired caused many Germans to vote for extremist 
parties in the early 1930s, when the Great Depression began. 

Hitler's oratorical skills allowed him to take advantage of the 
crisis in 1923. Although his November "Beer Hall Putsch" [an at- 
tempt to seize power] failed miserably, he earned much public 
sympathy when he skillfully turned his trial into an attack on his 
enemies, proclaiming himself the real patriot and his government 
prosecutors the true traitors to Germany. A lenient court gave him 
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the minimum five-year term and released him in eight months. It 
was while he lived comfortably in a Bavarian prison that he wrote 
Mein Kampf. i As his court performance showed, Hitler was able to 
sense the mood of a crowd and respond to it, saying both what he 
intuitively sensed people wanted to hear and drawing emotional 
strength from their response. Some called this ability Finger- 
spitzengefiihl, or "finger-tip feeling." He was also a great actor who 
could convince himself that he really believed what he was saying; 
this skill also helped him captivate and persuade an audience of 
thousands as easily as a single person. 

His program and ability to appeal to the masses made Hitler a 
leader to be reckoned with when the depression hit Germany in 
1930. With a party loyal to its Fiihrer (leader) behind him, Hitler 
could exploit voters' fears of economic disaster at a time when the 
Weimar government seemed unable to end unemployment. In a 
September general election to the Reichstag [legislature], the Nazis 
increased their number of seats from twelve to 107; Communist 
representatives also increased from fifty-four to seventy-seven, 
giving Hitler more reason to warn against "Jewish Bolshevism." 
The next eighteen months saw more electoral successes for the 
Nazis. Because the Nazis and Communists refused to cooperate 
with the Social Democrats and other mainstream parties, the chan- 
cellor [head of government, appointed by the president, the "for- 
mal" head of state] had to rule by emergency decree instead of by 
securing majority votes in the Reichstag. The constitution allowed 
this, providing the president — at that time, the aged World War I 
hero, Field Marshall Paul von Hindenburg — countersigned the de- 
crees. Even when Hitler's party became the largest in the Reichstag 
in July 1932, Hindenburg refused to appoint him chancellor, the 
normal course of action in a parliamentary system of government. 
Hindenburg disliked "the Bohemian corporal" and was aware of 
Hitler's announced goal of coming to power legally so that he 
could then replace the republic with a Nazi dictatorship. A series 
of conservative chancellors were unable to get Hitler to accept a 
lesser post than chancellor. Several, therefore, began to intrigue 
and conspire against each other over how best to "use" Hitler as 
the "front man" in a government that would really be run by tradi- 
tional conservatives. They were sure they could control Hitler 
when they finally convinced Hindenburg to appoint him chancel- 
lor on January 30, 1933. 
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Hitler's political opponents fatally misjudged both their abili- 
ties and his. Within six months, all political parties except the Na- 
tional Socialists had disappeared. The Communists and many 
members of the Social Democratic Party were jailed; soon the other 
parties "voluntarily" dissolved themselves. Hitler moved quickly to 
consolidate his power, putting Nazis in charge at all levels of gov- 
ernment and in education, the courts, and other professions. To 
allay fears, he moved more slowly in implementing other key do- 
mestic and foreign policy ideas. It was not until the 1935 Nurem- 
berg Laws that Jews were denied citizenship and subjected to other 
forms of discrimination. All of these measures were enforced by a 
vigilant secret police (the Gestapo). In foreign policy, he spoke 
often of his peaceful intentions, even signing a non-aggression 
treaty with the Poles in 1934, in which he accepted Germany's loss 
of territory in the east after World War I. He had no intention of 
honoring this treaty any longer than necessary, and he had every 
intention of seeking to expand Germany territory at the expense of 
the Poles and others in Eastern Europe, including the Russians, as 
he had said very plainly in Mein Kampf. 

He had also made his intention to solve the "Jewish problem" 
by driving them into exile, putting them in jails and concentration 
camps, and using other, more "thorough," ways clear from the be- 
ginning of his political career. 6 Hitler's goals were clear and consis- 
tent. His timing was flexible, and this weakened possible opponents 
in Germany and abroad, who were pleased with full employment 
and the new sense of order that the Nazi regime brought. His ability 
to pursue his goals indirectly also eased the conscience of those who 
wanted to believe that Hitler's speeches were only designed to play 
to the prejudices of his uneducated followers. He didn't really mean 
what he said. He couldn't possibly be as dangerous as he sounded, 
they told themselves. But he did and he was. In 1938, British Prime 
Minister Neville Chamberlain believed Hitler's statement that he 
only wanted to annex the German portion of Czechoslovakia (the 
Sudetenland) because the Germans there were being mistreated. He 
added that this was his last territorial claim in Europe and that he 
was only trying to rectify the wrongs of the Versailles Treaty. West- 
ern leaders believed him, even though he was lying about all of this. 
Conscience, Hitler once said, was "a Jewish invention, a blemish like 
circumcision." 7 
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Germans and others finally found out what they were dealing 
with when Hitler, after peacefully annexing Austria in 1938 and the 
rest of Czechoslovakia in 1939, attacked Poland on September 1, 
1939, beginning World War II when the French and British declared 
war on him in response. At first, things went well for Hitler. Poland 
was conquered in two weeks. The following spring, Hitler's armies 
moved west, conquering Holland in four days, Belgium in eight, 
and — to everyone's surprise — France in only six weeks. Hitler was 
unable to conquer Britain in 1940, however, and despite victories in 
the Mediterranean and North Africa, the Nazi juggernaut slowed 
by the end of 1941. Hitler attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941 
but was unable to win a quick victory before winter set in. Un- 
daunted, he declared war on the United States after Japan attacked 
Pearl Harbor in December. From that point on, Hitler's defeat was 
only a matter of time. His enemies could simply outproduce him. 
In 1943, for example, when German wartime production was begin- 
ning to reach its peak, Germany produced forty-three thousand 
war machines (from tanks and planes to artillery and battleships), 
compared with twenty-six thousand the previous year, in spite of 
constant British and American bombing of German cities. How- 
ever, Allied (British, United States, Russian) production figures rose 
from one hundred thousand to one hundred fifty thousand during 
the same period. 8 

While the war was going on, however, Hitler did not forget his 
plan to eliminate the Jews. His war in the east coincided with the es- 
tablishment of death camps, the largest in Poland, where millions of 
Jews from Germany and the conquered territories were shot, gassed, 
or worked to death. Hitler's willingness to use valuable manpower 
and railroad cars for the deportations and executions, which lasted 
up to the final weeks of the war, shows how seriously he took this 
ideological goal. The fact that millions of ordinary (non-Nazi) Ger- 
mans were willing, even eager, to help him says something about 
Hitler's power over his nation and about the deeply rooted nature of 
antisemitism in German society at that time. 9 

Until Hitler committed suicide in his Berlin bunker on April 30, 
1945, he retained his power over Germany. German soldiers fought 
hopelessly on, until word of his death was announced, because he 
had forbidden them to surrender. His faithful architect and muni- 
tions minister, Albert Speer, said that only after Hitler's death "was 
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the spell broken, the magic extinguished." 10 However, Nazism as a 
unique set of ideas did not survive Adolf Hitler. That is one impor- 
tant difference between the ideas of Hitler and Stalin, for the social- 
ist idea and the Soviet Union did survive the death of Joseph Stalin, 
by almost fifty years. But then, Stalin did not create the idea of so- 
cialism the way Hitler created Nazism. Stalin learned his ideas and 
practices from his great teacher, Lenin; a review of Stalin's life can 
help us better understand the sort of student he was. 

Joseph Stalin wasn't even a Russian. The man who built a 
strong Russian state was born in Georgia, one of the small states in 
the Caucasus Mountains which became part of the Imperial Russ- 
ian Empire in the nineteenth century. Born Iosif Dzhugashvili (he 
took the revolutionary name Stalin, "Man of Steel," years later), the 
future ruler was the son of a drunken, illiterate shoemaker, Vissar- 
ion, and his pious and independent wife, Ekaterina. Young Joseph 
was beaten by his father and, like Hitler, was raised by his mother, 
who had high hopes for him. She was determined that he become a 
priest. Ekaterina enrolled her son in a church-run elementary 
school, where the great self-confidence instilled by his mother 
helped him graduate at the head of his class in 1894. When he en- 
tered the theological seminary in nearby Tiflis (today Tbilisi), his 
ambitions changed. He resented the strict authority and the attempt 
to "Russify" the Georgian students at the seminary and, with oth- 
ers, turned to reading forbidden Western books, many about social- 
ism. His grades dropped and, at the end of his third year, he was 
expelled for failing to show up for final examinations. It didn't mat- 
ter; by this time, he had decided on a new career — that of profes- 
sional revolutionary. 11 

Since class differences and hatreds were very strong in Russia, 
many idealistic young people were attracted to the ideas of 
nineteenth-century German thinker Karl Marx. After observing the 
development of new classes during the Industrial Revolution, and 
the conditions of the factory workers, Marx predicted that these 
workers (proletarians) would overthrow the capitalist classes 
(bourgeoisie) when the time was right. Then the process of creating 
a truly classless society could begin. By 1899, when Stalin became a 
full-time revolutionary in the ranks of the Social Democrats, as the 
Marxists were known, a split was beginning to develop. A more 
traditional group felt that a workers' revolution had to wait until 


chapter eleven: Hitler and Stalin: Ideas or Personality ? 143 


the development of industrial capitalism was more advanced. Rus- 
sia's process of industrialization began only in the late nineteenth 
century. Another group wanted to speed up the process through 
the use of a dedicated corps of elite revolutionary leaders who 
would become the "dictatorship of the proletariat" and would or- 
ganize the workers to immediately destroy the capitalist classes, 
not through legal means such as used by the Social Democrats in 
Germany, but through violent revolution. The leader of this second 
group was Vladimir I. Lenin, a determined and calculating person 
who challenged the older view at a party congress in 1903. When 
he won on several issues, he began to call his group the Bolsheviks 
(meaning "majority" in Russian) and his opponents Mensheviks 
("minority"). The names stuck and young Stalin, unlike many of his 
fellow Georgian revolutionaries, was immediately attracted to the 
ideas and radical program of Lenin, who became a father-figure to 
the man whose father had disappeared when Stalin was eleven. 

Between 1900 and 1917, Stalin organized frequently bloody 
demonstrations of workers in his native Caucasus, hid from the 
Tsarist police, and was connected with a dramatic bank robbery 
(called by the party an "expropriation") to secure funds for the 
party. During these years, he was arrested eight times, sent into 
exile in northern Russia seven times, and escaped six times. His last 
exile was in Siberia from 1913 to 1917; he was freed from this only 
by the March Revolution of 1917 that overthrew the Tsarist govern- 
ment. He also met his hero, Lenin, at a Social Democratic Party con- 
gress in Finland in 1905. During these years in exile, Lenin came to 
appreciate the younger man's hard work and ruthlessness. 12 Stalin 
was attracted to Lenin during these years because both of them, like 
Hitler, had dualistic views of the world. "Either the bourgeoisie 
with its capitalism, or the proletariat with its socialism," Stalin wrote 
later: there could be no middle ground. This "either-or" view led 
Lenin to reject compromise and insist on a further revolution when 
he returned to Russia from abroad in April 1917. The liberals who 
had taken over after the tsar was overthrown were not ready to 
eliminate capitalism — or end the disastrous Russian participation in 
World War I which had caused the tsar's downfall. Lenin was will- 
ing to do both, even if it took a bloody civil war. Stalin admired this 
"hardness" in Lenin and would later identify everything he did as 
Leninism. He identified himself and his policies with Lenin's brand 
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of socialism in the same way that Hitler identified himself and his 
policies with Germany. One could not differ with either man with- 
out being seen as a traitor. 13 

Lenin and his fellow Bolsheviks were successful in November 
1917 in overthrowing the liberal Provisional Government and, in 
the next five years, gave Stalin further examples of his hardness. 
Lenin's first action was to suspend an assembly that had been 
elected earlier to write a constitution. Since he had secured power 
by promising the people "peace, land, and bread," his next hard de- 
cision was to sign a peace treaty with the Germans in March 1918. 
This Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which surrendered a third of Russia's 
people and farmland and over half of its industry, 14 was opposed 
by most of the other Bolsheviks, who had to be persuaded by Lenin 
that the Russian people would overthrow them if they didn't end 
the war. Since many in the Russian upper and middle classes op- 
posed Bolshevik plans to give their land to the peasants, the Bolshe- 
vik leaders had to fight a bitter civil war for three years against the 
conservative White armies in order to survive. 

During this time, Stalin, who had become almost Lenin's sec- 
ond in command during 1917, was eclipsed in the leadership by 
Lev Trotsky, the "organizer of victory," a brilliant military leader. 
Stalin, a quiet, behind-the-scenes organizer, disliked Trotsky, who 
was a popular, colorful orator. Stalin also distrusted Trotsky's idea 
that the revolution had to spread and become a world revolution 
(he especially hoped for a socialist government in Germany) before 
it could really succeed in Russia. Stalin was becoming a believer in 
what he would later call "socialism in one country" — Russia. Lenin 
respected the different skills of each of these men and tried to end 
their feuding. Their fighting was particularly nasty during the civil 
war, when Stalin insisted on military command and in the battle 
against the Poles in 1920 made some decisions which resulted in a 
Red Army defeat. In 1922, Lenin recognized Stalin's organizational 
skills and devotion to work by making him the General Secretary of 
the Communist Party, responsible for supervising and recommend- 
ing appointment of party officials throughout the country. At the 
same time, he offered Trotsky a position as vice-chair of a state 
body, the Council of People's Commissars (the cabinet), which 
would have put him in line to succeed Lenin, who was the chair- 
man. Trotsky refused "for obscure reasons." 15 It was a mistake. 
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Lenin suffered his first stroke in May 1922 and died in January 
1924. Although he could not appoint a successor, mainly because 
his position as leader was based more upon his charisma [ability to 
inspire allegiance and devotion in his followers] than on any office 
he held, he did leave a final "testament" which recommended, 
among other things, that Stalin be removed as general secretary of 
the party because of his "rudeness" and difficulty in getting along 
with others. Since Stalin was obviously not charismatic, his career 
might have ended there if he had not been able to use his position 
as general secretary to pack party meetings with his supporters. He 
was also able to use his political skills to manipulate and play on 
the fears of other party leaders, Trotsky, Grigori Zinoviev, Lev 
Kamenev, and Nikolai Bukharin. In 1924, Zinoviev and Kamenev 
supported Stalin's continuation as general secretary because they 
feared Trotsky's power. A year later, they attacked Stalin at the 
party congress, accusing him of trying to take Lenin's place as 
vozhd' [a term for unquestioned leader, similar to Hitler's title of 
Fiihrer in Germany], but were defeated, with Trotsky remaining 
aloof. By 1926, the three had joined, but Stalin's hand-picked con- 
gress delegates expelled all three from the party in 1927. 

During all this, Stalin remained allied with Bukharin, then edi- 
tor of the party newspaper, Pravda, and a person who also opposed 
Trotsky's emphasis on world revolution. However, Stalin and 
Bukharin disagreed on policy toward the peasants, though they 
covered this up until 1928. Bukharin supported the New Economic 
Policy (NEP) that Lenin had established in 1921. Instead of seizing 
grain from the peasants to feed the cities, as was done during the 
civil war, the NEP restored a money economy and allowed peas- 
ants to sell any surplus beyond what the government needed. 
Using a grain shortage in 1928 as an excuse, Stalin moved to elimi- 
nate NEP as a concession to capitalism; Bukharin's opposition al- 
lowed Stalin to expel him from the Politburo (the decision-making 
body in the party) in 1929. Throughout this process of consolidat- 
ing his power, Stalin consistently reminded party members of 
Lenin's calls for unity and moderation, even as he was preparing to 
undertake more radical measures against the peasants. In 1927, 
knowing his men now controlled the party congress, he offered to 
resign as general secretary to honor's Lenin's wish. The congress 
unanimously asked him to stay. 16 
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With virtually unlimited power by 1929, Stalin could begin his 
"second revolution," one that would make him as great as Lenin, 
whose embalmed body was on display near the Kremlin. Between 
1929 and 1935, Stalin undertook a massive program to collectivize 
agriculture and an equally massive program of industrialization 
through a series of Five Year Plans. His goal was to catch up with 
the "enemies" of socialism in the West. It worked, up to a point. 
Steel production, for example, went from 4.4 million tons in 1928 to 
6 million tons in 1933 and, by the end of 1934, 90 percent of the 
farmland in the USSR was in the collective farms. But the costs were 
great. The kulaks (wealthier peasants) were eliminated as a class; 
those who resisted having their property collectivized were sent to 
labor camps or shot. Two hundred forty thousand kulak families 
were exiled by 1933; many of those died. Famines resulted, but the 
resulting deaths were denied by the government. Up to 4 million 
slaves, 10 percent of the total labor force, worked at any one time in 
the labor camps. Many millions of them died as well during the 
Stalin years. 17 

Just as many Germans supported Hitler's large-scale murders 
(which were different from Stalin's because you can change your 
class easier than you can your "race"), so, too, many Russians sup- 
ported Stalin's policies to build a strong socialist state in Russia, 
even with the deaths involved. Both inside and outside the Com- 
munist Party, many took the idea of class struggle very seriously 
and had been troubled by the NEP compromise with capitalism. 
One story told how two young boys, sons of a champion metal- 
worker, threw a classmate under the wheels of a streetcar because 
he was the son of a doctor and, thus, their class enemy. In addition, 
many of the newer party members recruited by Stalin liked his em- 
phasis on building a strong, industrialized Russia able to compete 
with foreign capitalist states. And Stalin was always able to explain 
to his people exactly why Lenin would have wanted him to do 
what he was doing. 18 His actions were — or were made to seem — 
ideologically correct. 

Less easy to explain in ideological terms was Stalin's decision 
to "purge," or "liquidate," nearly all of the Old Bolsheviks (those 
who had worked with Lenin) in a series of "show trials." Until the 
1930s, those who fell from favor were expelled from the party and, 
in serious cases, exiled from the country. But, beginning in 1934 
and continuing until 1938, Stalin accused former political enemies 


chapter eleven: Hitler and Stalin: Ideas or Personality? 147 


as well as military leaders of treason, made them confess to things 
they had not done in carefully scripted trials, then had them jailed 
and/or shot. Scholars explain this by pointing out that Stalin was 
both paranoid, fearing numerous secret enemies, and vengeful. 
One writes that "Stalin was unhappy at not being able to convince 
everyone, 'himself included/ that he was greater than everyone"; 
therefore, anyone who questioned — or even seemed to question — 
his perfection was seen as a class enemy. After all, since Stalin per- 
fectly embodied the Bolshevik cause, anyone who was not slav- 
ishly loyal had to be eliminated. 19 Whatever the cause, this aspect 
of Stalin's personality created an atmosphere of terror that had 
people shooting themselves or jumping out of windows when they 
heard the NKVD (secret police) knock on their door in the middle 
of the night. 

Stalin's purges of military leaders help explain why Hitler's 
armies were able to march hundreds of miles into Soviet territory 
and take 3.5 million prisoners in the first six months after they at- 
tacked in June 1941. Stalin's people did recover; they had popula- 
tion, geography, and climate (a vast country and the Russian winter 
that had defeated Napoleon in 1812) on their side, not to mention 
help from Britain and the United States. During the war, Stalin 
downplayed his socialist goals and appealed to Russians to remem- 
ber how they had defeated Western armies in the past. World War 
II became the "Great Patriotic War." These were years of triumph 
for the grandson of Georgian serfs. He was accepted as an equal by 
President Roosevelt of the United States and Winston Churchill of 
Great Britain and, at the end of the war, his troops remained in 
Eastern Europe, creating, in effect, the largest empire in Russian 
history. When the Western leaders came to him, at Yalta in Febru- 
ary 1945, to divide up the spoils of Hitler's empire, it was, in the 
words of one historian, "that moment in Stalin's career when real- 
ity came closest to confirming his image of himself." 20 

The post-war years, however, saw Stalin return to the policies of 
repression, terror, and paranoia that marked his rule in the 1930s. 
Returning prisoners of war were told they were traitors for allowing 
themselves to be captured. For that, and for being tainted with expo- 
sure to foreign ideas, they were jailed. Cooperation with his former 
allies ended, the "iron curtain" went up, and the Cold War began. 
In 1953, he was — many believe — on the verge of launching a new 
set of purges. Some Jewish physicians had already been accused of 
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poisoning Soviet leaders and were to be tried when Stalin's death, 
from a stroke on March 5, intervened. Three years after his death, 
the new Russian leader, Nikita Khrushchev, made a "secret speech" 
at the party congress, condemning Stalin's purges of the 1930s and 
his "cult of personality" — but not the destruction of the peasants or 
the deadly labor camps. It was not until the Soviet Union itself was 
near collapse in the late 1980s that other criticisms were heard. What 
may surprise us is that, even today in the former Soviet Union, there 
are people willing to display Stalin's picture in parades and lament 
the "good old days" of his dictatorship. At least Russia was strong — 
and orderly — in those days. 21 

All told, Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin seem to qualify for a 
high position on any list of the ten individuals who really made the 
greatest difference in history. Historians and political scientists 
often join these two men and their governments together under the 
label "totalitarian." By this, they mean that both states were ruled 
by a single political party, tried to control the social and intellectual 
as well as the political lives of their citizens, and used terror sys- 
tematically to do this. While this term helps us see how these two 
dictatorships were similar, it also obscures the real differences. No 
other totalitarian state was as systematically racist and antisemitic 
as Hitler's Germany. No other totalitarian state engaged in the 
bizarre purge trials which Stalin established in the 1930s. It is one 
thing to think about getting rid of all the Jews in Europe or to think 
about how nice it would be to destroy all your class enemies. To be 
ruthless enough to actually do these things is another matter. When 
we look at what they did and try to understand what motivated 
them — consciously or unconsciously — to do it, it is, in the words of 
historian Alan Bullock, "hard to imagine" anyone but Hitler doing 
what he did and "equally difficult to imagine any other Soviet 
leader than Stalin" doing the things he did. 22 Others thought about 
doing such things, but Hitler and Stalin acted. Even harder to ex- 
plain than what they did is why so many sane, sensible people let 
them do it. 


Notes 

1. Estimates of the number of Jews destroyed in the Holocaust range 
from 5.6 to 6.9 million, out of a total European Jewish population in 
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CHAPTER 12 


Eva Peron and Golda Meir: 
Helping the Dispossessed — 
Two Models 


How did the personalities of two leaders affect the way they chose to 
help the dispossessed in their two very different cultural 
communities? Is power best exercised in formal or informal ways? 

A n old Russian proverb calls poverty "the sin the rich cannot for- 
give." Whether or not this is true, it is clear that, during the past 
century, large numbers of people have been forced into poverty or 
homelessness by wars, revolutions, and economic inequalities. 
Since we no longer regard poverty as inevitable, as many did be- 
fore the Industrial Revolution, private and government efforts to 
help such people have increased. 

The lives of two twentieth-century women, Eva Peron of 
Argentina (1919-1952) and Golda Meir of Israel (1898-1978) illus- 
trate two vastly different ways of aiding the dispossessed. Eva 
Peron was the wife of the president of Argentina, Juan Peron, and 
was his "ambassador" to the poor, or descamisados ("shirtless 
ones"), from 1946 to her death in 1952. Golda Meir spent much of 
her life working for the Zionist [Jewish nationalist] movement in 
Palestine before serving as minister of labor, foreign minister, and, 
finally, prime minister of the state of Israel from 1969 to 1974. 

Both of these powerful, determined women helped the dispos- 
sessed. Eva Peron, still a legendary figure in Argentina, did it by cre- 
ating what Time magazine called "the splashiest giveaway machine 
the world ever saw." 1 Meir, who seemed to some to be the arche- 
typal Jewish grandmother, helped her people by working to estab- 
lish an independent state characterized by strong social welfare 
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institutions. Their quite different approaches to social justice grew 
out of the different histories and cultures of the Jewish and Argen- 
tine peoples, as well as from the very different personalities of these 
two women. 

Any comparison of them is made more difficult by the contro- 
versial nature of Eva Peron's career, as well as by a general North 
American ignorance of Latin American political traditions. North 
Americans tend to be more sympathetic to a leader like Golda Meir 
because she adopted a policy of national self-determination and a so- 
cial welfare ideology more familiar in the United States. Eva Peron's 
behavior, by contrast, is not only unfamiliar; but it also seems irra- 
tional. Golda Meir strikes us as better organized, employing public 
institutions in the pursuit of her cause; Eva Peron, on the other hand, 
was charismatic [having personal magnetism or charm] and sponta- 
neous, depending on personal power rather than on institutions, to 
reach her goals. Of the two, Eva was the more fascinating. 

Born the illegitimate daughter of Juana Ibarguren and Juan 
Duarte in the small village of Los Toldos, Eva watched her mother 
struggle to feed five children after the death of her father, when 
Eva was six. She grew up aware of the pain of being poor. When 
she and her four illegitimate siblings walked twenty miles to attend 
her father's funeral, they were initially turned away by the wealth- 
ier "legal" family and were allowed to attend only when the mayor 
intervened. Years later, she wrote in her autobiography that she 
"was sad for many days when I first realized that there were poor 
and rich in the world; . . . the fact of the existence of the poor did 
not hurt me so much as the knowledge that, at the same time, the 
rich existed." 2 

At age fifteen, Eva went to Buenos Aires, then the third-largest 
city in the western hemisphere, to become an actress. Exactly how 
she got there and what she did after she arrived is uncertain; Evita 
("little Eva," the nickname by which she later became famous) 
spoke little about her early life. She had her birth certificate changed 
so she would appear legitimate, and she distorted much of what she 
did reveal. Pier enemies accused her of being a prostitute during her 
early years in the capital, and she did have a number of lovers. But it 
is more likely that she earned a meager living through a series of 
temporary acting jobs with traveling companies until she was able 
to achieve moderate success as a radio actress in the early 1940s. 3 
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Eva Duarte's life changed dramatically in January of 1944, when 
she became the mistress of Colonel Juan Peron, minister of labor and 
soon-to-be minister of war in the military government which had 
come to power eighteen months earlier. In the former position, he 
appealed to Argentine workers (and undercut the Communist and 
Socialist union leaders) by organizing government-sponsored 
unions which raised salaries and increased benefits for the workers, 
whose interests had been ignored by previous liberal governments. 
As minister of war, he maintained the support of conservatives in 
the army by assuring them that the privileges he was granting 
workers were "strictly limited by the powers of the State." 4 

Despite these assurances, it was plain that, true to the Latin 
American political tradition, Peron was supporting the workers in 
order to build a personal power base, independent of the military. 
When new laws guaranteeing higher wages or shorter hours were 
proposed or signed, the minister of labor himself announced the pro- 
posal or signed the bill. During strikes, Peron personally visited the 
strikers and was photographed listening to their complaints, and he 
often took to the radio to announce such things as new health insur- 
ance or retirement benefits. Argentina was still a country of huge cat- 
tle ranches, and towns were often hundreds of miles apart. The rural 
poor who migrated to Buenos Aires in large numbers during the first 
half of the twentieth century were accustomed, not to democracy, 
but to rule by local strongmen ( caudillos ) who governed — often extra- 
legally — by establishing a personal bond with their people. By court- 
ing the previously neglected urban workers, Juan Peron successfully 
appealed to this populist, personalist tradition. 5 His mistress, Evita, 
would later, as his wife, use this tradition in a particularly dramatic 
and feminine way to make her mark on history. 

Before this could happen, Juan Peron had to become the sole 
ruler of Argentina. By 1945, Peron, who had added the title of vice- 
president in late 1944, had clearly become the most powerful of the 
military leaders. Fear of his growing power led the other generals 
to demand Peron' s resignation on October 9, 1945, citing as a rea- 
son that he lived openly with his mistress, Evita. After his resigna- 
tion and a farewell speech to employees at the Ministry of Labor 
(which he cleverly had broadcast on the radio), Peron was impris- 
oned. Later Peronist propaganda claims that, during the next week, 
Evita went to the working-class neighborhoods in Buenos Aires 
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and rallied union leaders, who encouraged three hundred thou- 
sand workers, derisively called "shirtless ones" by the conservative 
press, to descend on the central square in the capital to demand the 
release of Peron. 6 [Descamisados, shirtless ones, did not wear jackets; 
they were not literally shirtless.] Eva encouraged Peron not to give 
up while throngs of workers, fearing the loss of Peron would mean 
the loss of their recent gains, took over the city and gathered in the 
Plaza de Mayo on October 17. Overwhelmed by the size of the 
crowd organized by Peron' s supporters in the unions and at the 
Ministry of Labor, the military leaders released Peron from prison 
that night. He gave an impromptu speech from the balcony of the 
presidential palace, announcing that he would run for president in 
the next general election. Peron married Evita five days later and 
won the election of February 1946 with fifty-two percent of the 
vote. He won a second term as president in 1951 by an even larger 
margin and retained power until 1955 by implementing a policy of 
economic nationalism (buying back utilities and industries from 
foreigners, especially the British) which appealed to both the army 
and the organized working class. Within a year of her husband's 
first election, Evita was playing a key role — some say she overshad- 
owed him — in keeping working-class support. 

She did this primarily through her creation (almost by accident) 
of what became known as the "Eva Peron Foundation." It was cus- 
tomary for the President's wife to be asked to lead Argentina's 
largest private charity. However, the wealthy upper-class women 
of Buenos Aires who ran this organization snubbed Eva Peron be- 
cause of her lower-class background. Evita then began her own 
social aid, or welfare, foundation, which later took her name. 
Within four years, it became a massive welfare organization. By 
1951, the foundation had built one thousand schools, 600 new 
homes, and 60 hospitals, and it was training thirteen hundred nurs- 
ing students a year and would open 35 clinics that year alone. By 
this time, it had assets of over $200 million and fourteen thousand 
permanent employees, including thousands of construction work- 
ers, and even a staff of priests. 7 

What made Eva's foundation unique was that although it was 
one woman's personal patronage system, it was a semi-official one, 
supported with both voluntary and semi-coerced private funds and 
outright government grants. Businesspeople were "expected" to 
contribute; one who did not had his factory closed for several years 
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for violations of health regulations. When new collective bargaining 
agreements were signed, union members "donated" the first month's 
salary increase to the foundation. It also received 20 percent of the 
proceeds from the national lottery and other state revenues. 8 

Despite its semi-official nature, the foundation was run by Evita 
in an extremely personal fashion; she encouraged people to write 
her directly about their problems, and she claimed to receive thou- 
sands of letters each day. Several times a week, in the fashion of the 
monarchs of old Spain, she granted audiences to the poor of her 
"kingdom." She talked to the destitute for hours at a time in her of- 
fice, giving them everything from homes and shoes to cooking pots 
and cash. Although this was stage-managed, with floodlights over 
her desk and photographers present, witnesses reported that she 
was genuinely kind to all she met and interested in their problems. 
Father Hernan Benitez, her confessor, present at many of these ses- 
sions, said later, "I saw her kiss the leprous. I saw her kiss those 
who were suffering from tuberculosis or cancer. I saw her distribute 
... a love that rescues charity, removing that burden of injury to 
the poor that charity implies." 9 Indeed, Evita despised the idea of 
charity, which she believed placed an obligation on the recipients 
and gave the upper-class "oligarchs," as they were called in Ar- 
gentina, a sense of superiority. She regarded her gifts as social jus- 
tice, as "reparations" for past wrongs inflicted on the lower classes. 
For that reason, she insisted on attractive interior decorations in her 
hospitals and children's homes and often used expensive materials 
such as marble in their construction. She believed the poor deserved 
it. In a published series of lectures and in her autobiography, largely 
written by others but reflecting her views, she wrote that many of 
the social welfare buildings she saw in Europe "are cold and poor. 
Many have been built according to the standards of the rich . . . and 
when the rich think of the poor, they think poorly. Others have been 
erected by State standards; and the State can only build bureaucrati- 
cally, that is . . . with coldness, from which love is lacking." 10 We 
could have no clearer expression of the personalist Latin American 
political culture which produced both Evita and her "reform." 

Given this genuine sympathy for the poor, especially when 
combined with her beauty, dedication to working long hours, and 
skillful self-promotion, it is not surprising that many poor Argen- 
tines began to see Evita as a holy person, "the Lady of Hope" 
(a title created by a newspaper she owned) who was giving her life 
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for the poor. She was literally working herself to death. Months be- 
fore her early death from uterine cancer on July 26, 1952, something 
she could have avoided by agreeing to surgery thirty months earlier, 
she was being referred to as a "saint" by many Argentines. Shortly 
before her death, the Peronist-dominated legislature voted her the 
title of "Spiritual Chief of the Nation." While much of this myth of 
"Saint Evita" was consciously contrived to gain support for the gov- 
ernment, there is some evidence that Eva herself was changed by 
her contact with the poor and that she came to believe or even tran- 
scend the Peronist propaganda. The president's wife who, on a 
"goodwill" trip to Europe in 1947, had worn so much expensive fur 
and jewelry that she alienated many Europeans, in her last years 
wore less jewelry and more sober business suits while working 
nearly full-time at the foundation. "Her work acquired the impor- 
tance and sanctity of a 'mission'. . . . Even when she was exhausted 
and obviously ill, she continued to work. Of all the many distortions 
surrounding her life the least outrageous and closest to the truth is 
the suggestion that she elected to die for Peron and Peronism." Dur- 
ing her final two years of life, she appears to have accepted her own 
"martyrdom" by "increasing her activity to levels that would have 
been sustained with difficulty even by a healthy person." 11 

This view of Eva Peron is controversial because many see it as 
based on propaganda by a dictatorial regime that jailed its political 
opponents, ended press freedoms, and reshaped the political sys- 
tem to eliminate opposition parties. Evita's speeches and written 
works, are propaganda works full of sentimental exaggeration of 
Juan Peron' s virtues. He was a "genius," a "meteor that burns to il- 
luminate our age," a man with "no defects," yet "humble even to 
the smallest detail." Peron is compared to Christ and Napoleon, 
and Evita claims to be "the shadow of the Leader," a person willing 
"to give her life [for him] at any time" and "a link stretched be- 
tween the hopes of the people and the fulfilling hands of Peron." 12 
Only by appreciating the importance of the personal bond between 
a leader and his or her followers in the Latin American caudillo tra- 
dition can we begin to understand the success of the Perons — and 
the enduring quality of the myth of Evita. 

Although Eva Peron could be vindictive toward enemies and to 
those who failed to flatter her sufficiently — it was said that one 
young man was jailed for not donating his radio quiz show win- 
nings to the foundation — historians disagree on whether she sought 
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power for herself or was only "the shadow of the Leader." Peron 
made her the de facto head [leader "in fact," though not "in law " — de 
jure] of the Ministry of Labor (the official minister was Jose Freire), 
where she purged all labor leaders not completely subservient to 
Peron. Evita also supported women's suffrage, a reality by 1948, and 
organized the Peronist Women's Party in 1949 to mobilize women's 
votes for Peron. Two million women voted in the 1951 presidential 
election, contributing to Peron's victory margin. Evita was not a 
feminist, however. She claimed that most feminists wanted to make 
women too much like men, and she wrote that women "suffer from 
love more than men." 13 In her work with both the labor unions and 
women's groups, Eva was careful not to upstage her husband. Only 
in 1951, when she tolerated a popular campaign by the workers' or- 
ganizations to put her on the ballot as a vice-presidential candidate, 
did the question of whether she was seeking power for herself arise. 
After she was pressured by a crowd on August 22 to accept the 
nomination, she appeared to do so by saying, "I will do what the 
people say." Peron, aware that the army would not accept a female 
commander-in-chief, told her to refuse, which she did ten days later. 
By this time, she was already so ill that she was forced to spend 
most of her remaining months of life in bed. In sum, there is little 
evidence that Evita sought power for herself; most of her activities 
suggest that she did, in fact, see herself as Peron's "shadow." 

However, Evita remains a legend. Whether people loved her or 
hated her, whether she was the "lady of hope" or "the great whore" 
(la gran puta), the charismatic nature of Evita's power stirred emo- 
tions outside the boundaries of formal legal bureaucratic authority. 
Her supporters saw her bond with them as one of love; her middle- 
and upper-class enemies saw her power as "mystical, irrational, im- 
pulsive, [and] disordered." 14 

One way to gauge public perceptions of Eva Peron and Golda 
Meir (in the United States, at least) is to review obituary notices. 
Time magazine's obituary for Evita was entitled "Cinderella from 
the Pampas"; Newsweek called her a "tough, indefatigable" woman 
who "tied thousands around her much beringed finger." Life 
admitted she had become "the most powerful woman in the west- 
ern hemisphere" but also belittled her as "the most spectacular 
Cinderella girl of her time." Only The New York Times avoided 
flippancy and referred to her as Peron's "most faithful and trusted 
collaborator" who exerted "tremendous power," even from her 
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sickbed. In contrast, when Golda Meir died in 1978, The New York 
Times honored the former prime minister of Israel with two full 
pages, which included many references to her toughness, sense of 
humor, and use of plain language. Time called her "a tough mater- 
nal legend," and American conservative commentator William F. 
Buckley asked that "God be with her. She will look after Him." 15 

It is not surprising that Golda Meir is treated with greater seri- 
ousness by journalists and historians. The two women were a 
world apart geographically, philosophically, and temperamentally. 
If Eva's brief career demonstrates the impact of charismatic leader- 
ship on the long-term memory of a Latin American people, Golda 
Meir's much longer career demonstrates how a life of commitment 
to institutionalizing an idea can contribute to long-term change for a 
people. Like Eva Peron, she was not willing to accept the lot of the 
dispossessed — Jews without a state, in this case — but, unlike her, 
Meir wanted to create an environment and state in Palestine that 
would guarantee the Jewish dispossessed long-term security. 

Golda Mabrovitch was born in Russia and could remember her 
father boarding up the family home in Kiev after he had been 
warned of a pogrom [attack on Jews, often government-sponsored]. 
She recalled thinking that maybe Jews should move to a place 
where the government would not let this happen. The Mabrovitch 
family moved to the United States in 1906, and she finished high 
school in Milwaukee after spending some time with her sister and 
brother-in-law in Denver. Her energy and organizational skills 
were shown as early as age eleven, when she organized a group of 
classmates who secured the donation of a hall, knocked on doors, 
and painted posters, asking parents to attend a meeting, where she 
gave a speech pleading for money to buy school books (public 
school in Milwaukee was free; books were not). While in high 
school, Meir decided to join the movement to establish a Jewish 
state in Palestine [Zionism], a cause to which she devoted her life. 
"The Jews must have a land of their own again — and I must help 
build it, not by making speeches or raising funds, but by living and 
working there [in Palestine]." 16 But first she had to convince her 
boyfriend, Morris Meyerson, to go with her. She would not marry 
him until he did. They were married in 1917, but it was not until 
May 1921 that the Meyersons and a small group of fellow adven- 
turers boarded the barely seaworthy SS Pocahontas for the long 
journey to Palestine. When they finally arrived at the barren, wind- 
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swept railroad station on the edge of the frontier city of Tel Aviv, 
one member of the party said jokingly, "Well, Goldie, you wanted 
to come to Eretz Yisroel [the land of Israel]. Here we are. Now we 
can all go back — it's enough." She was not amused. 17 

She and Morris plunged into the life of agricultural workers at 
the Merhavia kibbutz in the valley of Jezreel. The kibbutzim were 
farming communes established on usually poor or swampy land 
not previously cultivated. By living on the land and sharing hard 
work and their few possessions, these Jewish pioneers hoped to 
build a Jewish community in Palestine; they wished to "redeem" 
themselves and the land at the same time. Such workers made it 
possible for the state of Israel to support over a million immigrants 
by 1951. 

Although Golda loved Merhavia, Morris disliked communal liv- 
ing and did not want to have children there, since kibbutz children 
were raised in nurseries and not exclusively by their parents. When 
he took ill in 1923, the couple moved to Tel Aviv and then Jerusalem. 
Two children, Menachem and Sarah, were born in the 1920s; during 
these years, Mrs. Meyerson lived as an impoverished homemaker, 
taking in laundry to pay Sarah's nursery school fees. The poverty 
bothered her less than being isolated from the important political 
and social work being done around her: "Instead of actively helping 
build the Jewish national home ... I found myself cooped up in a 
tiny apartment in Jerusalem, all my thoughts and energy concen- 
trated on making do with Morris' wages." Frustrated, she finally ac- 
cepted a position working for the General Federation of Jewish 
Tabor (Histadrut), and this led to her separation from her husband. 
Despite "bitter regret" at the failure of her marriage and the "inner 
struggles and despairs" of a working mother, Meir [the Hebrew 
form of Meyerson] remained an active, full-time worker in Histadrut 
and Mapai [the Labor Party] the rest of her life. 18 

One of the clearest differences between Eva Peron and Golda 
Meir is that Evita's career was possible because of her marriage and 
intense support for her husband, while Meir's career was made 
possible by the failure of her marriage. Morris, more poet than 
politician, had not wanted her to join the Zionist movement in the 
first place. 19 Another clear difference, of course, is that Eva started 
at the top in her attempt to help the less fortunate in her society; 
Meir spent many years working in many Zionist organizations be- 
fore becoming the leader of her people. 
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From 1932 to 1934, Meir was back in the United States, giving 
speeches and raising money for rebuilding in Palestine. In 1934, she 
joined the executive committee of Histadrut and, within a few 
years, was in charge of mutual aid funds for all Jewish workers in 
Palestine. In 1937, it was back to the United States to raise money to 
build a Jewish harbor in Tel Aviv when the British, who controlled 
Palestine as a "mandate" from the League of Nations, closed the 
harbor at Jaffa after Arab riots in 1936. 

By the late 1930s, the outline of future Arab-Jewish conflict was 
emerging. Arabs feared and resented Jewish immigration to Pales- 
tine. On the other hand. Hitler's persecution of German Jews made 
it clear to the yishuv [Jewish community in Palestine] that many 
more Jews from Europe needed a place of refuge. The British, in 
charge of Palestine, tried to slow Jewish immigration to Palestine in 
order to please the Arabs. Jews felt betrayed because the British in 
1917, during World War I, had promised the Zionists "a Jewish 
homeland" in Palestine. But the language of this promise, in the 
form of the Balfour Declaration, did not promise a national state; it 
was deliberately and diplomatically vague. 

Continued British refusal to allow free Jewish entry into Pales- 
tine during World War II, and even after 1945, when the extent of 
the Holocaust [destruction of 6 million Jews in Europe by the Nazis] 
became known, made it inevitable that Jews would fight the British, 
if necessary, to create their own state. In 1946, testifying before an 
Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry examining the question of 
Jewish immigration to Palestine, Meir described the two goals that 
motivated her and most other Jewish workers in Palestine: to create 
"an independent Jewish life in the Jewish homeland" and "to create 
a new society ... of equality, justice, and cooperation." Socialist 
economic organization, such as that found in the kibbutzim, and na- 
tional political independence were goals of these soon-to-be Israelis. 
Both, as well as humanitarian concern for the survivors of Hitler's 
death camps, required unrestricted Jewish immigration. 20 

No one was surprised that Meir, by then a leading member of 
the Labor Party, was one of the signers of the Israeli declaration of 
independence in May 1948, written after the Arab nations rejected 
the United Nations' plan to partition Palestine into separate Jewish 
and Arab states. During the previous months, to prepare for the ex- 
pected Arab attempts to destroy the new state, Meir raised $50 mil- 
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lion among American Jews for military supplies. When she re- 
turned home, David Ben-Gurion, Israel's first prime minister, said 
that "someday when history will be written, it will be said that 
there was a Jewish woman who got the money which made the 
state possible." 21 

In 1948, when Eva Peron was expanding the work of her foun- 
dation, Golda Meir was serving her new state as its first ambas- 
sador to Moscow. A year later, she became minister of labor in the 
Israeli cabinet. While Peron was building hundreds of schools and 
dozens of hospitals for the Argentine poor, Meir was feeding, hous- 
ing, and finding jobs for nearly seven hundred thousand new im- 
migrants who had poured into Israel by 1951. In 1949, her ministry 
began to build thirty thousand housing units; she also organized a 
large road-building program. 22 

As Israeli foreign minister in 1956, Meir had to defend her coun- 
try's preemptive strike against the Arab armies massing on its bor- 
ders in October of that year. "If hostile forces gather for our proposed 
destruction," she explained, "they must not demand that we provide 
them with ideal conditions for the realization of their plans." This is 
only one example of Golda Meir's tough language. When asked 
about the possibility of compromise with the Arabs after a later war, 
in 1967, she responded, "The Arabs wish us dead. We want to live. 
That's very hard to compromise." 23 

Up through her period of service as prime minister, which in- 
cluded the Yom Kippur war of 1973, Meir continued to think of her- 
self as a "leader who was a woman rather than a woman leader." 
When someone asked her how it felt to be a woman minister, she 
replied, "I don't know. I was never a man minister." On another oc- 
casion, when the cabinet was discussing an outbreak of assaults on 
women at night, one member of a conservative religious group sug- 
gested a curfew for women after dark. Meir remarked, "But it's the 
men who are attacking the women. If there is to be a curfew, let the 
men stay at home, not the women." 24 Meir's attitude toward women 
and her language, like her method of helping the poor, were as ra- 
tional and straightforward as those of her Argentine counterpart 
were sentimental. 

In her autobiography, Golda Meir noted with pride that the 
Jewish population of Palestine had grown from eighty thousand 
people in 1921 to over 3 million in 1975. She also expressed her 
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belief that Israel would someday find peace with its neighbors but 
added that "no one will make peace with a weak Israel. If Israel is 
not strong, there will be no peace." 25 

Despite continuing hostility in Arab-Israeli relations in the 
years since Golda Meir's death, it is clear that many Jews have 
found a measure of security in the Jewish state thanks to the sys- 
tematic efforts at nation-building by her and her Labor Party col- 
leagues. Although Eva Peron' s memory still lives in Argentina and 
helped inspire a revolutionary movement in the 1970s, it is more 
difficult to see the lasting effects of her work. Inflation eroded the 
economic gains made by the poor under the Perons in the late 
1940s. Three years after Evita's death, Juan Peron was overthrown 
in a military coup and, although the Peronist Party remained active 
and was even able to bring Juan Peron back as president in 1973 
until his death in 1974, Evita's work in helping the dispossessed of 
her country left few concrete results. But, then, the goals of these 
two strong women were quite different. Golda Meir wanted the 
Jews of the world to know there was one place where they would 
be safe and could feel at home. She succeeded in helping to create 
such a place. Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice, in their 1978 
musical, "Evita," have the title character say that she was not con- 
cerned with the repressive side of her government; she was "in 
business ... to give all my descamisados a magical moment or two." 
If this was her goal, she, too, succeeded. 
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CHAPTER 13 


M. K. Gandhi and Ho Chi 
Minh: Paths to Independence 


When you wish to get foreign rulers to leave your country, which 
approach is best — violent or nonviolent resistance? Could Gandhi's 
approach have worked elsewhere? 

Th e contrast between these men and their respective challenges is 
a striking one. Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi (1869-1948) led a 
large, religiously inspired, non-violent resistance movement against 
the British government of India in the 1920s and 1930s. The British 
ended nearly 200 years of political and economic domination of 
India peacefully in 1947, in part because of the work of Gandhi and 
in part because economic conditions at that time dictated a reduc- 
tion of the "burdens" of empire. 

At the same time the British were leaving India, the French 
were making a desperate military attempt to retain control of the 
colonial possessions they had held in Indochina since 1885. Ho Chi 
Minh (1890-1969), communist president of the Democratic Repub- 
lic of Vietnam established in northern Vietnam in 1945, used vio- 
lent resistance to defeat the French between 1946 and 1954. The 
struggle continued in the 1960s, when the Americans sent up to 
half a million troops to Vietnam at one point in support of the anti- 
communist South Vietnamese government. Ho Chi Minh died be- 
fore the last American troops left Vietnam in 1973 and before his 
troops conquered the regime in the south in 1975. 

Ho Chi Minh was honored posthumously when the capital of 
the former South Vietnam, Saigon, was renamed Ho Chi Minh City 
in 1975. Gandhi lived long enough to see the British leave India and 
was disappointed with the results. The Indian subcontinent was 
split into separate Hindu and Muslim nations. Fifteen million peo- 
ple fled in fear in order to relocate themselves in either Hindu India 
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or Muslim Pakistan. Several million died from riots, civil war, and 
disease. Gandhi saw this as betrayal of at least three of his cher- 
ished beliefs: nonviolent action to bring about change, Hindu- 
Muslim "unity in diversity" in India, and the basic goodness of 
humanity. It may be ironic that Ho, who used violence to free his 
country, died of a heart attack in 1969, while Gandhi, the man of 
non-violence, was assassinated by a Hindu fanatic on January 1948. 

Mohandas Gandhi (called the Mahatma, or "Great-Souled One" 
by his followers) saw himself primarily as a moral teacher for whom 
the political arena was only one of many places where a person 
should serve Truth. 

Ho Chi Minh (born Nguyen Sinh Cung 1 ) saw himself primarily 
as a man struggling for the independence and unification of his 
country. For him, questions of morality or theory, even those con- 
nected with the Marxist philosophy to which he committed himself, 
were secondary. 

Gandhi wanted Indians to achieve political independence and, 
more important to him, spiritual maturity through the use of satya- 
graha, or "truth-force." He refused aid, especially military aid, from 
outsiders. Ho, on the other hand, did not hesitate to accept large 
amounts of military economic aid from both China and Russia in 
order to battle the French and Americans. 

However, despite these personal and political differences, 
Gandhi and Ho Chi Minh had two things in common, both impor- 
tant in any independence movement. Despite their disclaimers, 
both were popular, even charismatic 2 leaders. Each became a 
personal inspiration to those wishing freedom from foreign rule. 
Second, these men were the first in their respective countries to 
bring the rural masses into political life through careful, shrewd or- 
ganization. Gandhi and Ho embodied, respectively, Indian and 
Vietnamese nationalism. The fact that each did so, while being so 
different from the other, and living in social and political settings 
which were quite different, illustrates the adaptability and appeal 
of modern nationalism. 

Little in Gandhi's early life, except his mother's religiosity, sug- 
gested he would be the leader he later became. Young Mohandas 
seemed "to have little ability and less talent." He was shy, afraid of 
being ridiculed by others, and a "mediocre student." 3 Gandhi was 
impressed by his mother's frequent fasts for self-purification, her 
daily prayer, and her strict prohibitions against smoking, drinking, 
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and eating meat. Putlibai's moral influence on her son's life was 
significant. Even as a boy, Gandhi was scrupulous about truth. He 
refused to cheat on a spelling test, even when his teacher gave him 
permission by pointing to the correct answer on a neighbor's paper 
(the teacher wanted to impress a visiting British school inspector 
with his bright students). 4 

Despite his conscientiousness, Gandhi's academic record im- 
proved little. His arranged marriage at age thirteen did not help. He 
was jealous of his wife, Kasturbai, and for a number of years "their 
life jerked along through a series of tiffs and sulks." By the time he 
took an entrance examination for Bombay University, his score was 
247.5 out of a possible 625. 5 It was also during this time, at age six- 
teen, that Gandhi had a traumatic experience in association with his 
father's death. On the night his father died, Gandhi left his father's 
bedside temporarily to indulge in "animal passion" with his wife. A 
messenger soon told him that his father had died. In his autobiogra- 
phy, Gandhi recalled this lapse of duty as "a blot I have never been 
able to efface or forget." To make his guilt feelings worse, Kasturbai 
was very pregnant at the time, and the child died soon after birth. 
All this, psychologists tell us, helps explain Gandhi's later decision 
to abstain from sex altogether. And that decision influenced 
Gandhi's politics. 6 

Meanwhile, Gandhi, with family urging, settled upon the career 
of a lawyer. Since legal training could be more easily obtained in 
London, Gandhi set sail for England in September 1888 after getting 
his mother's permission and taking a vow to stay away from wine, 
women, and meat while abroad. His wife and young son stayed at 
home. It was during three years in London, and as a direct result of 
his vegetarian vow, that Gandhi began to come alive, intellectually 
and spiritually. He discovered that English vegetarians could argue 
a case for avoiding meat which was far more logical than his 
mother's simple religious prohibition. He also discovered the classic 
Indian religious work, the Bhagavad-Gita, in English translation, and 
he encountered a number of Western advocates of Eastern ideas. In 
short, he began to discover the East through the West and to create a 
philosophy of life which tempered Eastern ideas with a Western 
sense of precisely how to apply those ideas. 

Upon returning to India in 1891, Gandhi's new inner determi- 
nation was revealed as a result of two insults he suffered. On one 
occasion, he went to a British official in Kathiawar (his home 
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province in western India) to plead on behalf of his brother; when 
he insisted on presenting a case which the Englishman did not wish 
to hear, he was unceremoniously thrown out of the office. In April 
1893, Gandhi was hired by some Muslims in his home city of Por- 
bandar to do some legal work for their firm in South Africa. Shortly 
after his arrival in this white-ruled colony, Gandhi was thrown out 
of a first-class train compartment just because he was "coloured." 7 
These two incidents crystallized his desire to become a reformer 
and fight injustice. 

That fight would keep Gandhi in South Africa until 1914. At 
first, he followed traditional political methods such as collecting 
names on a petition when the government of the province of Natal 
tried to deny the vote to Indians. 8 After 1904, however, Gandhi's 
personal and political style began to change. At that time, he took 
up communal living on a farm he bought near Johannesburg. Sev- 
eral years later, he adopted (without consulting his wife) the Hindu 
practice of brahmacharya, or complete sexual abstinence. In 1906, 
Gandhi coined the word satyagraha, or "truth-force," to describe a 
new type of nonviolent resistance to the government which the 
Indians tried to stop a Registration Act which would make them 
second-class citizens. 

Satyagraha involves selective non-violent law-breaking by 
large numbers of people. As Gandhi explained this idea, it was not 
mere pacifism or a clever political tactic. It was, rather, a way of 
confronting Truth within oneself by deciding to take a stand on a 
clear moral issue. It was also a way of forcing one's opponent to 
confront Truth by allowing oneself to be arrested or even beaten 
after breaking an unjust law. Gandhi believed that such actions 
could lead to the conversion of one's political opponent and that 
such conversion was more important than political success or fail- 
ure. "Satyagraha," he wrote, "postulates the conquest of the adver- 
sary by suffering in one's own person." 9 

Although Gandhi's personal philosophy, and especially his be- 
lief in satyagraha, was fully formed by the time he returned to 
India from South Africa in 1914, he was not yet anti-British or even 
an advocate of Indian independence. He still believed in the British 
empire and even recruited for the British army in 1918. That would 
soon change. When the British government refused to restore civil 
liberties which had been curtailed during the war, Gandhi asked 
Indians to engage in a kind of economic sit-down strike (hartal) and 
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to combine this with selective civil disobedience. The hartal was a 
success, but some outbreaks of violence caused Gandhi to call off 
the satyagraha campaign in April 1919 and a smaller one planned 
for 1922. More serious than Indian violence, however, was the 
killing of 379 unarmed civilians by a British general in Amritsar 
(troops fired 1,650 rounds, and there were 1,516 casualties). 10 The 
Amritsar massacre in 1919 led Gandhi to proclaim a policy of "non- 
cooperation" with the British government of India. The keynote of 
this campaign, which urged people to boycott all British goods, 
honors, and services, including courts, schools, and jobs, was a 
seven-month tour of the country by Gandhi. During what seemed 
to some like revival meetings, he urged peasants and others attend- 
ing his speeches to spin their own clothes and called spinning a 
"sacrament." Gandhi would then ask people to place any foreign- 
made clothing they were wearing in a huge pile. Sometimes there 
were a few naked people in the crowd; always there was a match to 
light the bonfire. The fires symbolized both Indian economic de- 
pendence on the British and a growing determination to end that 
dependence. 

Gandhi's advocacy of the spinning wheel was most important, 
however, as a way of communicating with the millions of Indian 
peasants. Like his adoption of a simple cloth garment instead of Eu- 
ropean clothes, it was Gandhi's way of identifying with the poor 
and creating a bridge between the Indian masses and their leaders. 
While he intended these actions as forms of communal spiritual up- 
lift, there is no doubt that they were also politically astute. Gandhi 
was the first Indian political leader to cultivate the peasants by liv- 
ing with them and making sure that the political organization he 
headed (the Indian National Congress) held its annual meetings in 
rural areas. 

By 1929, demands for complete independence from Britain 
were growing among Indian leaders. Gandhi returned to the head- 
lines by organizing what became known as the Great Salt March. In 
what history records as his "finest hour," Gandhi walked 241 miles 
in twenty-four days, collecting praise from the peasants and a 
crowd of several thousand. "We march in the name of God," 
Gandhi said, promising to "give a signal to the nation" when he ar- 
rived at the sea. On the beach at Dandi, the Mahatma defied the 
British rulers of India (who had a monopoly on the production and 
sale of salt) by picking up a handful of salt from the beach while 
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one of his followers cried, “Hail, Deliverer." It was a moment, in 
the words of Gandhi's biographer, Louis Fischer, which required 
"imagination, dignity, and the sense of showmanship of a great 
artist." 11 And it worked. All across India, peasants began defying 
the British, wading into the ocean, and producing salt. The British, 
of course, had to arrest them, even though many Englishpeople 
themselves thought the salt monopoly just the sort of silly law that 
a revolutionary could exploit. 

As a result of this protest, Gandhi went to jail, where he stayed, 
off and on, for several years. During this time, he displayed his seri- 
ousness as a religious reformer within his own community by un- 
dertaking a fast — which almost killed him — to convince Hindus to 
change their attitude toward the outcasts, or "untouchables." For 
centuries, this group of people was considered religiously unclean 
and fit only for the most degrading chores. Gandhi called them 
"Harijan," or "Children of God," and wished to see a Hindu change 
of heart that would see them as equal. His fast resulted in the be- 
ginnings of such a change. Long-term changes were less dramatic, 
but, at the time, no one wanted the death of the Mahatma on his or 
her conscience. 

Gandhi undertook this and other fasts during his life out of 
love and, like satyagraha, as a way to change the hearts of his oppo- 
nents. He claimed that he did not fast in order to coerce people to 
come to terms, yet that is exactly how most ordinary people saw 
the situation. Before his death, Gandhi had fasted a total of 138 
days, thirty-five against untouchability, twenty-nine for Hindu- 
Muslim unity, twenty-eight as penance for a comrade's moral 
lapse, and eighteen in repentance for a violent action committed by 
others. 12 In this area, as in many others, Gandhi was the "practical 
idealist," the holy man whom the politicians feared. 

If we accept the sincerity of Gandhi's search for Truth, a search 
which led him to advocate strict nonviolence "in thought, word, 
and deed," we can appreciate his bitter disappointment during the 
last months of his life, when Hindus and Muslims began to kill one 
another. Gandhi was not able to hold his people together, but he 
was still the Mahatma. As he walked through the strife-torn vil- 
lages, talking and praying from both Hindu and Muslim scriptures, 
people often did stop fighting — at least temporarily. His last fast in 
New Delhi brought Hindu and Muslim leaders in India together — 
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again, temporarily — several weeks before his death, which was 
mourned by members of all faiths in India. 

Despite his personal disappointments, Gandhi can be congratu- 
lated on his success in freeing his country from foreign rule, what- 
ever the problems which followed. It took the Vietnamese, after all, 
a full generation longer to get the foreigners out after World War II. 
Of course, they suffered by having the less "liberal" French as their 
colonial rulers; they were also hindered by the fact that those most 
able to free Vietnam were communists. This meant that the fight 
against Vietnamese independence could be turned into an anti- 
communist war. That the Vietnamese succeeded in creating an in- 
dependent nation-state in Southeast Asia is a tribute to Ho Chi 
Minh, a man who gave himself the following "advice" in a poem 
written while in a Chinese prison during World War II: 

Without the cold and desolation of winter 

There could not be the warmth and splendor of spring. 

Calamity has tempered and hardened me. 

And turned my mind into steel . 13 

If Gandhi was a man whose adult life was guided by a persistent 
search for Truth and a desire to teach the ways of Truth-seeking to 
others, the life of Ho Chi Minh was dominated from early childhood 
by the pride of a revolutionary willing to use whatever means were 
necessary to free his country from colonial rule. The region where he 
was born, Nghe Tinh, along the central coast near the Gulf of Tonkin, 
was famous as a haven for revolutionaries, and Ho's father, Nguyen 
Sinh Sac, was himself a patriotic dissenter who lost his government 
job in 1907 for displaying anti-French sympathies. Ho's psychologi- 
cal development, like that of Gandhi, was influenced by his relation- 
ship with his father, who gave the boy something to revolt against by 
leading an irresponsible life while Ho was growing up. In particular, 
Nguyen Sinh Sac once left ten-year-old Ho at home alone with his 
mother, who was about to have a child. When Ho's mother died 
while his father was gone, we can assume the experience might have 
created both guilt feelings and anger in the young boy. 14 By becom- 
ing a nationalist revolutionary, Ho could express his rebellion 
against his authority-figure father and remain true to his father's dis- 
like of the French. 
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Modern revolutionaries, especially those in poor colonies, usu- 
ally have to travel abroad to secure part of their training. After at- 
tending high school in the city of Hue, Ho taught for a few months 
before signing on as part of the kitchen crew of a French passenger 
liner. He spent two years at sea, visiting ports in North Africa, 
Europe, and even the United States, where he later claimed to have 
been impressed by the rights enjoyed by citizens of New York's 
Chinatown. During World War I, Ho lived in London, earning 
money by working as a gardener, washing dishes, and shoveling 
snow. 15 From 1917 to 1923, he lived in France, getting to know 
French people who were not as brutal as the colonizers he knew in 
Indochina, and trying to connect his recent experiences as a proletar- 
ian [Marxist term for members of the landless urban working class] 
with his desire for national independence for his people. Ho became 
a respected member of the French Socialist Party, founded and 
edited a newspaper. La Paria ( The Outcast), and wrote a bitter pam- 
phlet denouncing the economic and human cost of French colonial- 
ism, especially in Indochina. An interesting theme of his early arti- 
cles is his repeated contention that the French were poisoning the 
Vietnamese by forcing them to use opium and alcohol in order to en- 
rich French businesspeople. 16 

While in France, Ho was given a copy of Lenin's "Thesis on 
the National and Colonial Questions." It convinced him, he wrote 
later, that only the communists were really serious about freeing 
colonial peoples. He became a founding member of the French 
Communist Party and, in late 1923, traveled to Moscow. There he 
studied, wrote articles for Pravda, a leading communist paper, and 
became an active and respected member of the Comintern, an 
agency established to promote revolutions outside Russia. For the 
next fifteen years. Ho travelled through Asia, organizing revolu- 
tionary groups, dodging arrest, and serving as official Comintern 
spokesman at international meetings. It was also during these 
years that Ho began to develop his relationship with the peasants. 
He lived simply among them; much like Gandhi, he stressed the 
importance of hygiene and education and got along very well with 
children. After World War II, Ho cultivated this image of simplic- 
ity, especially in dealings with Westerners. One French journalist 
who interviewed him in 1946 commented on "the disarming gaze 
of a Franciscan Gandhi." Another French official, who had to work 
out an agreement with Ho, referred to his "prestige and popularity 
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in the eyes of the people" and added that he had no doubt Ho 
"had aspirations ... of becoming the Gandhi of Indochina." 17 

However, if Ho wished to suggest a similarity with Gandhi 
based upon their shared concern for the poor, their popularity, and 
their determination to put up with hardship (all of which was true), 
it is also certain that Ho did not want to be a Gandhi. As early as 
1922, he had written an article contrasting the brutality of French rule 
in Indochina with the relative mildness of British rule in India and 
Ireland. "The Gandhis and the De Valeras [Irish leader] would have 
long since entered heaven had they been born in one of the French 
colonies," he wrote. Necessity made Ho Chi Minh less of a spiritual 
leader of his people and more of a dedicated anti-colonialist and na- 
tionalist who used communist ideology and skillful organization as 
the means to his end — a united Vietnam. For Gandhi, both the means 
(non-violence) and the end (Truth) were different. 

Of course, their enemies were also different. While the British 
were willing to leave India at the end of World War II, the French, 
who had been replaced by the Japanese as rulers in Indochina dur- 
ing World War II, wanted to retain their colony after the Japanese 
left. At the end of the war, Ho's guerrilla forces took control in the 
north and proclaimed Vietnamese independence. Ho apparently 
believed that he might be able to convince the French to leave, and 
he tried to make it easier for them by downplaying his commu- 
nism. The French, however, refused to end colonial rule and gam- 
bled on a war to suppress the Viet-minh revolutionaries, as Ho's 
men were called. They lost. An eight-year struggle ended in 1954, 
when a major French fortress at Dien Bien Phu was captured by the 
communists. An agreement that year divided the country, leaving 
Ho's Democratic Republic of Vietnam in charge in the north and 
calling for elections in two years to establish a single government 
for Vietnam. Ho's problems with the French were over; difficulties 
with the Americans were to follow. 

In the final months of World War II, Ho's relations with Ameri- 
cans had been reasonably good. A downed American airman who 
worked with Ho for several months in 1945 reported that he was "an 
awfully sweet guy." Ho wrote letters to President Truman in 1945 
and 1946, asking for aid against the French, and some Americans 
believed later that Ho could have developed as an "independent" 
communist leader, such as Marshall Tito did in Yugoslavia. 18 Tru- 
man thought otherwise, opted for a tough line against communists 
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everywhere after 1947, and by 1950 (after the Korean war began) had 
supplied the French with $4 billion of aid to fight their war in In- 
dochina. By 1954, the United States was paying seventy-eight percent 
of the French war bill in Vietnam, more than the percentage of exter- 
nal aid Flo was receiving from his Russian and Chinese supporters. 19 
Ho Chi Minh's communist-led independence movement became, by 
the 1950s, the target of American policy makers bent on containing 
communism in Asia. 

This fact, combined with Ho's continued determination to 
drive out the foreigners and unify the country, perhaps made in- 
evitable the events of the next twenty years. The United States sup- 
ported a decision to cancel the 1956 elections, which Ho would 
probably have won, and instead sponsored an anti-communist 
state, the Republic of Vietnam, in the southern half of the country. 
Within a few years, Ho's government was supplying communist- 
led guerrillas operating in the south (the Viet Cong). Although the 
government of South Vietnam remained weaker than the one in the 
north, the weight of American military power, applied through 
bombing of North Vietnam and large-scale American troop deploy- 
ments in the south after 1965, was sufficient to delay a final victory 
by Ho's troops until 1975. Faced with widespread domestic protests 
against the war and a substantial death toll in a guerrilla war 
against an elusive enemy, the American government withdrew its 
troops from Vietnam in 1973. 

Ho Chi Minh combined nationalism with communist ideology. 
Whether that made his struggle for independence and unification 
of his country more difficult or easier after 1945 is difficult to say. 
Aid from other communist countries helped him sustain his strug- 
gle, yet had he not been a communist, he might have avoided a 
long struggle with the Americans. Of course, had the French been 
less intransigent, he might not have seen communism as the best 
response to colonial exploitation. 

Mohandas K. Gandhi combined his nationalism with a search 
for moral Truth for himself and his people. One scholar noted that 
young Gandhi himself has suffered from the British definition of 
courage, which defines this virtue in largely military terms. He, 
therefore, called the attention of Indians to their own tradition of 
courage, which often defines it in non-aggressive terms, as a moral 
quality which allows a person to suffer pain without striking back, 
something we might call an Indian version of "turning the other 
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cheek." 20 Whether that made his struggle against the British longer 
or shorter, harder or easier, is difficult to know. Gandhi could have 
called for a full-scale war of independence against the British in 
1922 or 1931 after the salt tax protests. Because such a conflict 
would certainly have been violent, Gandhi refused to approve such 
a struggle. He withdrew on both occasions, to jail or to his ashram, 
until such time as the people would be spiritually more mature and 
able to practice satyagraha wholeheartedly. That day never came. 
When the British finally left peacefully in 1947, Hindus and Mus- 
lims resorted to violence against each other to achieve their respec- 
tive national goals. 

It is intriguing to ask what might have been: had Ho tried 
nonviolence, had Gandhi accepted violence, had Ho not been com- 
munist, had the Americans not been so anti-communist, had ruth- 
lessness against opponents been a sustained instead of an inciden- 
tal British policy in India. 

Regardless of their considerable differences, these two men were 
genuine national leaders. Despite talk of a "shrinking world" com- 
mon among twentieth-century jounalists and scholars, our planet 
was culturally varied enough for people to respond to satyagraha in 
one part of Asia and to sustained guerrilla warfare in another. On 
one thing people of differing convictions in these countries and else- 
where can agree: however well or badly the Indians or Vietnamese 
might have been in their respective struggles, their independence 
movements took the form they did largely because of the actions and 
beliefs of these charismatic leaders. India and Vietnam are today 
quite different than either Gandhi or Ho Chi Minh might have ex- 
pected. But they are fully independent nations, each with some sta- 
tus in its part of Asia, and in the world. That is something of which 
Gandhi and Ho Chi Minh would have been very proud. 


Notes 
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CHAPTER 14 


Teller and Sakharov: 
Scientists in Politics 


What are the political implications of major technological 
developments? How did the careers of these two "fathers of the H- 
bomb” differ, and what does this tell us about their respective 
societies? 

It was early on the morning of July 16, 1945. The first atomic bomb 
had just been detonated in the New Mexico desert. After congratu- 
lating themselves on the success of the test, the American scientists 
boarded the bus which would take them back to their laboratory at 
Los Alamos. One of them, Edward Teller, turned to take a last look 
and saw that "the desert winds had shaped the mushroom cloud 
into a giant question mark." 1 

That question mark, which began our age of nuclear weapons, 
is an important part of twentieth-century world history. The 
"small" atomic bombs which destroyed the Japanese cities of Hi- 
roshima and Nagasaki in 1945, bringing World War II to an end, 
were soon replaced by much larger weapons. In competition with 
each other between 1951 and 1954, the Soviet Union and the United 
States each developed "super" bombs, thermonuclear hydrogen 
weapons. The first hydrogen bomb, or H-bomb, exploded by the 
United States on October 31, 1952, was twenty-five times more 
powerful than the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima; it de- 
stroyed the entire Pacific island of Elugelab, one mile in diameter. 2 

These developments accelerated the nuclear arms race which 
lay at the heart of the "Cold War" between the Soviet Union and the 
United States from 1945 to the collapse of the USSR in 1991. This nu- 
clear contest formed the backdrop for all actions on the international 
political stage. During that period, the original 1945 question mark 
appeared again and again: in novels and movies about nuclear 
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"holocaust," in the many attempts at disarmament by the "super- 
powers" since the 1950s, and in the frequent protests against nuclear 
weapons that filled newspapers and television screens from the 
1960s through the 1980s. 

Given the magnitude of nuclear power, it is not surprising that 
it is difficult to discuss its possible effects rationally. The problem of 
nuclear weapons, like all other problems discussed in this book, can 
be better understood if given a human face. In the case of the H- 
bomb, the human face is really two faces, those of the American 
and Russian "fathers of the H-bomb," Edward Teller (born 1908) — 
the man who first saw the question mark — and his Russian coun- 
terpart, Andrei D. Sakharov (1921-1989). 

Perhaps it is appropriate that such a crucial development in 
human history should have two fathers. Both of these men were 
brilliant physicists. But they were more than that. Following the 
perfection of an operational, or "deliverable," hydrogen bomb, both 
Teller and Sakharov increasingly turned their attention to the 
broader political questions raised by their scientific work. As na- 
tional heroes for a time, both were in a position, to give advice to 
their governments. Both favored a balance in weapons between the 
USSR and the United States as a prelude to disarmament and both 
pushed for peaceful development of nuclear energy. Otherwise, 
their paths, like their societies, were different. Teller pushed for the 
development of the H-bomb in order to keep up with the Russians; 
this made him a hero to most Americans and the subject of a Time 
magazine cover story in 1957. A decade later, Andrei Sakharov 
began his career as a famous Soviet "dissident" when he publicly 
criticized the closed society and totalitarian government of the So- 
viet Union. Until late in his life, his many public statements urging 
greater democracy within the USSR, freedom of thought, free emi- 
gration, and arms reduction made him appear a traitor to the gov- 
ernment and to many people in the Soviet Union. He was treated as 
such and lived in "internal exile" in the city of Gorky, guarded by 
police and kept away from his colleagues and the Western press 
until freed in December 1986 as part of Premier Mikhail Gor- 
bachev's new policy of "glasnost," or "openness." 

Despite their different political careers. Teller and Sakharov's 
distinct views on the social responsibility of scientists illuminate 
the fears which beset those who created the nuclear age. Their lives 
also shed light on "political" scientists in the United States and the 
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Soviet Union, the nations that sustained the nuclear arms race for 
forty-five years. 

Edward Teller was born in Budapest, Hungary, to a stable 
lawyer father and a musician mother who was overprotective to the 
point of tying a string to Edward and his sister when they went 
swimming. Although his early genius in mathematics irritated his 
fellow students, his life was more seriously affected by political dis- 
order in Hungary after World War I. An inept communist govern- 
ment, which lasted a year, was followed by an antisemitic regime 
which made it necessary for Teller, a Jew, to leave his homeland in 
order to succeed as a physicist. The political disorder in Hungary 
during his youth and his family's suffering at the hands of a com- 
munist government in 1919 and again after 1945 helped make him 
an advocate of "conservative capitalism and a strong military estab- 
lishment." Years later, he recalled that he "had seen, in Hungary, at 
least one society that was once healthy go completely to the dogs. I 
have seen the consequences of a lost war." 3 

During the late 1920s, when Teller was studying physics in 
Germany, people such as Albert Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, Max 
Planck, and Niels Bohr were revolutionizing that science by chal- 
lenging ideas about matter and energy that had been unquestioned 
since the work of Isaac Newton in the seventeenth century. In 1934, 
after teaching for several years in Germany, Teller used a Rocke- 
feller Foundation scholarship to study with Niels Bohr in Copen- 
hagen. There he met George Gamow, who invited the newly 
married Teller to teach with him at George Washington University 
in Washington, DC, in 1935. There the Tellers settled down to what 
they thought would be the quiet life of a professor of theoretical 
physics. 4 

That hope died in January 1939, when American physicists dis- 
covered that German scientists had split the atomic nucleus in 
December 1938. Within months, physicists around the world un- 
derstood that the center, or nucleus, of certain atoms could be bom- 
barded with neutrons. This process could lead to a chain reaction, 
releasing incredible amounts of energy. The trick was to control 
such a nuclear reaction. Whoever did so first could possess a 
weapon of immense destructive force. At this time, Germany was 
ruled by Adolf Hitler, and World War II was only months away. 

All of this caused leading American physicists, many of them 
refugees from Nazi Germany, to push the American government 
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into a serious program of atomic research. After initial disinterest 
on the part of the military, a famous letter from Albert Einstein to 
President Franklin Roosevelt stimulated the beginning of an Ameri- 
can effort to produce a nuclear chain reaction. After America 
entered World War II, this effort, known as the Manhattan Project, 
accelerated and, on December 2, 1942, the first "sustained nuclear 
chain reaction" was achieved in a laboratory under the football sta- 
dium at the University of Chicago. 5 From then on, it was only a 
matter of time until the first bomb was created in 1945. 

The tension between science and politics appeared in Edward 
Teller's life during these years in the form of two issues. The first 
was the decision of President Truman to use the new bomb against 
Japanese cities in order to end the war more quickly and to impress 
the Soviet Union with U.S. power. In the summer of 1945, some sci- 
entists began to circulate a petition asking that the bomb not be 
used without first warning the Japanese. Teller and some others 
who favored a demonstration project rather than a drop on a popu- 
lation center refused to circulate the petition at Los Alamos. He had 
checked with his boss, J. Robert Oppenheimer, who told Teller that 
he did not think scientists should make "political pronounce- 
ments." In a letter to Leo Szilard, the friend who had asked him to 
circulate the petition. Teller consoled himself by writing that per- 
haps "actual combat-use" of this terrible new weapon might be the 
best way to get the facts about nuclear power to the people, who 
were the ones — in a democracy — who should control its use. In the 
same letter. Teller suggested scientists were not responsible for po- 
litical decisions when he wrote, "I feel that I should do the wrong 
thing if I tried to say how to tie the little toe of the ghost to the bot- 
tle from which we just helped it escape." 6 This point he would re- 
peat in the years to come. 

A second, more strictly scientific issue which soon involved 
Teller directly in politics was the possibility of building the "super," 
or hydrogen, bomb. As early as 1941, he had become fascinated with 
the idea of capturing the energy of the sun by creating a chain reac- 
tion through "fusion" [creating energy by joining several light nu- 
clei to create a heavier nucleus] rather than "fission" [the process of 
splitting the nucleus used in atomic weapons]. Work on this new 
super-weapon was opposed by Oppenheimer and most other physi- 
cists at the end of World War II. They believed that it would 
be many years before any other country could develop atomic 
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weapons; Teller alone was realistic about the USSR. He was moti- 
vated not by any inside information about the state of Soviet science 
but by his intense personal distrust of communism. He was proved 
right when the Soviets exploded their first atomic bomb — called 
"Joe One" by the Americans — in 1949. Even after that, scientists ad- 
vising the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) recommended against 
work on a hydrogen bomb for moral reasons. Teller pushed the pro- 
ject with the help of Lewis Strauss, member and later chairman of 
the AEC, and Senator Brien McMahon, chairman of the Joint Con- 
gressional Committee on Atomic Energy. It was not until January 
31, 1950, that President Truman instructed the AEC to "continue its 
work on all forms of atomic weapons, including the so-called hydro- 
gen or super bomb." 7 Teller was not only the principal scientific 
inventor of the hydrogen bomb but also the man whose political ac- 
tivities pushed the American government to develop it. For both of 
these reasons, he is rightly seen as the "father" of the American H- 
bomb. After J. Robert Oppenheimer, the man who had chaired the 
General Advisory Committee which recommended against the H- 
bomb project, lost his security clearance in 1954 because of past as- 
sociation with communists and errors of judgment which frightened 
many people during the cold war, Teller became a hero to many 
Americans. He "hurried the H-bomb," in the words of Newsweek; 
Life magazine embarrassed him by calling the project "Dr. Edward 
Teller's Magnificent Obsession." 8 

Although he claimed to dislike the publicity which followed his 
scientific success, Edward Teller thrust himself into the spotlight re- 
peatedly over the next forty years. His public comments have been 
lonely and controversial ones, ranging from his statement at the 
1954 Oppenheimer security hearings that he did not fully trust Op- 
penheimer, to his 1983 support of President Reagan's plan for a mis- 
sile defense system for America based on laser and particle-beam 
technology. 9 Both of these positions, and quite a few he took in be- 
tween, including his opposition to the 1963 treaty banning nuclear 
tests in the atmosphere, earned him the enmity of most fellow scien- 
tists, who tended to be much more liberal politically than Teller. 

However, given Teller's position as a conservative advocate of a 
strong defense policy, it is interesting that he repeatedly stated that 
science and politics should be kept quite separate. "The scientist is 
not responsible for the laws of nature," he wrote in an article ad- 
dressed to fellow scientists in 1950, urging them to work with him 
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on the hydrogen bomb project. "It is his job to find out how these 
laws operate ... to find ways in which these laws can serve the 
human will." Teller stressed that it was "not the scientist's job to de- 
termine whether a hydrogen bomb should be constructed, whether 
it should be used, or how it should be used. This responsibility rests 
with the American public and their chosen representatives." 10 

However, in this same article. Teller added that, speaking "as a 
citizen," he was sure that President Truman had made the correct 
decision when he ordered the AEC to build an H-bomb. After all. 
Teller wrote in a remark that was clearly political, we were in a situ- 
ation "not less dangerous than the one we were facing in 1939. . . . 
We must realize that mere plans are not yet bombs, and . . . democ- 
racy will not be saved by ideals alone." In other articles written by 
or about him in the 1950s, Teller returned to his earlier point that 
scientists have no "special insights into public affairs"; the "person 
who makes the bombs is not quite the proper person to know what 
to do with them." Scientists should remain true to the tradition 
which urged them to "explore the limits of human achievement." 
Teller was "confident that, whatever the scientists are able to dis- 
cover or invent, the people will be good enough and wise enough to 
control for the benefit of everyone." 11 

Over the years. Teller's confidence in the wisdom of the people 
seemed to diminish and, as it did so, the line — always a thin one — 
which separated Teller the scientist from Teller the political figure 
grew dimmer and easier to cross. In 1957 and 1958, he began 
strongly advocating the peaceful uses of "clean" nuclear energy. In 
one essay, he tried to dispel growing fears of radioactive fallout 
from nuclear explosions, comparing the danger from such explo- 
sions to the "equivalent of smoking one cigarette every two 
months." This was something Sakharov disputed at the time as 
"unsubstantiated" and "propaganda." By 1968, Teller and other 
scientists working on "Project Plow-share" had devised many in- 
dustrial and scientific uses for nuclear explosives. These included 
geo-thermal heat production, mining, canal building, and even the 
construction of highways. 12 Perhaps Teller's opposition to the nu- 
clear test-ban treaty of 1963 indicated most clearly that he was not, 
in the final analysis, willing to trust "the people" to be "good 
enough and wise enough" to control nuclear weapons in ways he be- 
lieved best. "If we renounce nuclear weapons, we open the door to 
aggression," he stated flatly in 1958. At the congressional hearings on 
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the treaty in the summer of 1963, he went further, calling the test-ban 
treaty "possibly a step toward war," because it would reduce Amer- 
ica's defense against a missile attack — an area in which he was con- 
vinced the Russians were ahead. 13 

Teller's sympathetic biographers tell us that while he has been 
universally respected as a scientist, his performance in the "political 
theater, where he has been pursuing his scientific goals," finds the 
audience divided, some cheering and some booing. But Edward 
Teller pursued not only scientific goals in the political arena, as he 
did to get the H-bomb built, but also political goals in the political 
arena. Some of these — for example, particle-beam technology — 
require scientific work. Teller's apparent difficulty in taking his 
own advice to make "clear-cut distinctions" between scientific and 
political questions might account for the fact that he remained, ac- 
cording to his biographers, "a strangely restless and vaguely un- 
happy man, seemingly traveling about the earth in the quest of 
some elusive and formless Holy Grail." 14 

The "Holy Grail" [this term refers to the cup Christ used at the 
Last Supper; it was the object of knightly quests in medieval litera- 
ture and has come to refer to any elusive but lofty goal] which 
Edward Teller sought might be a world in which scientific and 
statesmen from all countries work together to create a peaceful, 
prosperous planet. Teller's support at the end of World War II for 
an end to secrecy and for an international control agency for atomic 
weapons and research suggests this as his goal. If so, his Russian 
counterpart, Andrei Dmitriyevich Sakharov, was in full agreement. 
Sakharov's courageous and persistent conflict with the Soviet gov- 
ernment for more than fifteen years made him a near-martyr to the 
cause of human freedom in a totalitarian society. The fact that his 
political activity pleased liberal intellectuals as much as Teller's dis- 
mayed them makes it difficult to see some of the similarities be- 
tween the views of these two men. At the very least, both were 
fully aware of how modern science is closely tied to the very unsci- 
entific judgments of politicians. 

A year before his death, Andrei Sakharov was called "the most 
admired man of science since Einstein" but also "the conscience of 
the Soviet people" and "a folk hero for the times." 15 His career began 
with much less fanfare. A "thin, blond, shy" student, Sakharov grad- 
uated from the University of Moscow in 1942 with a record of scien- 
tific achievement good enough to exempt him from the army at a 
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time when the USSR was still reeling from Hitler's attack, begun a 
year earlier. For the rest of the war, Sakharov worked as an engi- 
neer at a large arms factory, where his inventions increased arms 
production. From 1945 to 1947, this son of a physics teacher and a 
piano player did graduate work in physics at the Lebedev Physical 
Institute in Moscow, earning a doctorate before being assigned in 
1948 to the research group which would develop thermonuclear 
weapons. 

"I found myself," Sakharov recalled twenty-five years later, "in 
an extraordinary position of material privilege and isolated from the 
people." For his top secret weapons research in Turkmenia, 
Sakharov was paid the equivalent of $27,000 annually, high even in 
the United States in the early 1950s. He was also given special body- 
guards and a chauffeur, as well as access to special food and hous- 
ing. All of this must have been heady wine for a scientist in his 
twenties who was convinced his work was "essential" to protect his 
country and to establish a worldwide military equilibrium. 
Sakharov's work was successful. He was largely responsible for the 
fact that the first Russian thermonuclear device was exploded sev- 
eral months before that of the Americans. 16 

Sakharov's key role in the development of the H-bomb earned 
him further awards. He was elected a full member of the Soviet 
Academy of Sciences in 1953, an honor unprecedented for one his 
age. On three other occasions, he was awarded the title of "Hero of 
Socialist Labor." Despite these honors, Sakharov became increas- 
ingly troubled by some of the moral implications of his work. He 
noticed that many of the people with whom he worked were tal- 
ented but cynical, and his uneasiness was increased by an incident 
in 1955. Following a successful H-bomb test that year, a banquet 
was held for the officials. Sakharov proposed a toast that "our 
handiwork would never explode over cities." A general who was 
director of the test replied that how a weapon is used is no business 
of the scientists; the same message was delivered to Sakharov in 
person by Soviet Premier Khrushchev at another banquet in 1961. 
In 1962, Sakharov tried to stop an atmospheric thermonuclear test 
that he knew was of no scientific value but that could cause harm- 
ful fallout. He failed and said he never got over "the feeling of im- 
potence and fright that seized me on that day." Unlike Teller, 
Sakharov was very concerned with the danger posed by fallout 
from tests. He wrote an essay in 1959 expressing concern about the 
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effects of radiation, especially in causing genetic damage. Sakharov 
suggested some of the provisions of the 1963 test-ban treaty, the 
same one Teller opposed so strongly in the United States. 17 

It took more than ten years for Andrei Sakharov's discontent 
with the Soviet political system to bloom into full, public dissent. 
When it did, however, he became a prophet of “perestroika" and 
"glasnost" nearly twenty years before Mikhail Gorbachev intro- 
duced this term in the late 1980s to describe his policy of "restructur- 
ing" and "openness" within the Soviet system. In 1968, Sakharov's 
essay on "Progress, Co-existence, and Intellectual Freedom" was 
published in samizdat form [illegal manuscripts circulated in type- 
script] in the Soviet Union. It was published in the West after a 
Dutch correspondent in Moscow read the entire essay over the 
phone in order to smuggle it out. 18 This work made him famous in 
the West but lost him his right to work on further secret scientific 
projects in the USSR. In it, Sakharov linked scientific questions such 
as the "enormous destructive power" of nuclear weapons and "pol- 
lution of the environment" to the need for peaceful coexistence and 
more openness in the Soviet Union. Sakharov initially remained 
loyal to socialism, calling it the system which has done the most to 
"glorify the moral significance of labor," yet he also spoke for "con- 
vergence" of the capitalist and socialist systems of government and 
economy as the basis for peace. Such an agreement, or "detente," be- 
tween the two camps would require greater democracy within the 
Soviet Union. Sakharov specifically suggested greater intellectual 
freedom in the USSR, free elections, and even (gradually) a genuine 
multi-party political system. If this happened, the United States and 
the USSR could use money saved from the arms race to feed and 
clothe those in poorer nations. 

The leaders of the Soviet Union at that time spurned his advice. 
In 1970, with two other academicians, Sakharov wrote a letter to 
state and Communist Party leaders urging a freer flow of informa- 
tion, amnesty for political prisoners, and greater democracy and 
competition in political and economic life. That year, Sakharov and 
two other dissidents formed the Moscow Human Rights Committee, 
a group which appealed to the government on behalf of political 
prisoners. They especially tried to help those intellectuals forced 
into psychiatric hospitals for their political statements. Sakharov's 
"Memorandum" to Communist Party Chairman Leonid Brezhnev 
in March 1971 asked for "a dialogue with the country's leadership 
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and a frank and public discussion of problems of human rights." In 
addition to pleas for greater political and economic freedom, this 
statement also requested prison reform, an end to the death penalty, 
improved education and medical care, a fight against alcoholism in 
the USSR, and a change in the Soviet legal system to allow republics 
within the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics to secede if they 
wished. 19 

By 1972, relations between Soviet leaders and their brilliant 
physicist were understandably getting a bit prickly. To make the 
point that they considered his remarks unwise at best and treason- 
ous at worst, they sent a few signals. His stepdaughter was ex- 
pelled from the University of Moscow in her senior year. Sakharov 
himself was harassed by anonymous telephone calls and threats 
and, in March 1973, was summoned to the office of the secret police 
for a chat. Sakharov's response to this was to allow himself to be in- 
terviewed by a Swedish radio correspondent in July 1973. In this in- 
terview, he expressed doubts about the wisdom of socialism itself 
but denied that he wanted to "reorganize the state" or see a revolu- 
tion, favoring a gradual change to avoid "the terrible destruction 
through which we have passed several times." 20 This interview was 
followed by a further official warning to Sakharov and a press cam- 
paign against him in August and September 1973. Finally, forty 
members of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, a group considered 
somewhat immune to political pressure, signed a statement calling 
their colleague a "tool of enemy propaganda against the Soviet 
Union." 21 

While this particular attack on Sakharov ended soon after the 
president of the American Academy of Sciences intervened on his 
behalf, neither Sakharov nor the Soviet government immediately 
changed its mind about each other. During the next six years until 
1980, Sakharov continued to speak out on behalf of "prisoners of 
conscience" in the USSR, often writing letters to Westerners, includ- 
ing one to U.S. President Jimmy Carter in 1977, which included 
long lists of those imprisoned. More important, Sakharov contin- 
ued to regard nuclear war as "the greatest danger threatening our 
age" and in his 1975 Nobel Peace Prize lecture he proposed — much 
as Teller had done thirty years earlier — an international agency to 
effect disarmament and control the spread of nuclear weapons. 22 
Sakharov also continued to link disarmament with human rights. 
Only a freer, more informed public in the USSR could put pressure 
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on the government to act more responsibly in military and foreign 
policy, he wrote in 1978. The lack of freedom for citizens of the 
USSR was not just an "internal matter" for him but, rather, "a men- 
ace to international security." 23 

Unwilling to accept this view or to be further embarrassed by 
this man, who was too well known to be shot, the Soviet govern- 
ment, on January 22, 1980, formally stripped Andrei Sakharov of 
his medals and awards and exiled him to the city of Gorky, where 
he was closely watched and was kept from attending scientific 
meetings or associating with foreigners for six years. He was re- 
leased from internal exile on December 16, 1986, informed of this 
by a personal phone call from President Gorbachev. During the re- 
maining three years of his life, Sakharov was elected to the govern- 
ing body of the Soviet Academy of Sciences and to the USSR's 
newly created Congress of Peoples' Deputies, where he served as a 
leader of the more democratic, or radical, wing. 24 He also visited 
the United States in November 1988, where he finally met Edward 
Teller at a dinner honoring the American physicist. At this meeting, 
the two men agreed on the wisdom of placing nuclear reactors un- 
derground for safety and on the need for openness in political and 
scientific matters. They disagreed on the value of the American 
plans to build a space-based missile defense system (SDI, or Strate- 
gic Defense Initiative), something Teller defended but Sakharov op- 
posed as a "grave error." 25 

Now that the Soviet Union has collapsed, Sakharov's earlier 
positions on Soviet domestic reform, urging such things as the 
right to strike, free emigration, and "the right of Soviet republics to 
secede," seem prophetic rather than naive — as they would have 
appeared even in 1985. 26 This is perhaps due less to Sakharov's 
foresight than to the persistence with which Gorbachev pursued 
his reform of Soviet society and government in the late 1980s. 

On the issue of nuclear power and disarmament, Sakharov 
was often as conservative as his American colleague. Teller. In a 
1978 essay, Sakharov expressed his support for nuclear power 
plants, pointing out that the Soviet Union would love to exploit 
energy shortages in the West. He even repeated Teller's earlier 
warning against "unfounded emotions and prejudices" in the dis- 
cussion of nuclear energy. On the issue of disarmament, Sakharov 
repeatedly asked Western liberals during the 1970s not to be satis- 
fied with a "false detente, a collusion-detente, or a capitulation- 
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detente." They should be wary of unilateral disarmament or of 
anything less than strict parity in arms reduction. In 1983, 
Sakharov smuggled a statement out of the Soviet Union stating his 
opposition to a nuclear freeze and endorsing President Reagan's 
decision to build 100 MX missiles to counter the Soviet superiority 
in silo-based inter-continental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). 27 

Neither of these scientists-turned-political-activists fully fits the 
stereotype which many wished to impose upon him. Teller's sup- 
port for a "world-wide government to which all owe allegiance and 
which guarantees freedom," expressed as late as 1962, did not 
please his conservative supporters any more than Sakharov's sup- 
port for American arms build-up to achieve "strategic parity" with 
the USSR pleased the anti-nuclear movement in Europe or the 
United States. 28 That is one of the problems we encounter with in- 
tellectuals in politics; they are not always predictable. 

Edward Teller said that scientists had no special political wis- 
dom, yet he was quite willing to engage in political debates, win- 
ning some major political battles in his career. Andrei Sakharov, by 
contrast, believed scientists do have a "social responsibility." They 
could not fail, in his view, "to think about the dangers stemming 
from uncontrolled progress, from unregulated industrial develop- 
ment, and especially from military application of scientific achieve- 
ments." Until the end of his life, Sakharov won only a few battles in 
his struggle with the government of the USSR, yet he exhibited great 
integrity in fighting, as he put it, "to preserve peace and those ethi- 
cal values which have been developed as our civilization evolved." 29 

Despite the end of the cold war between the United States and 
the USSR, the question of nuclear dangers — whether in the form of 
power plant reactors or warheads on missiles — remains to bedevil 
us as we approach a new century. The struggle for a peaceful, un- 
contaminated world is not over; it is only entering another stage. 
Thanks to Edward Teller, Andrei Sakharov, and the Western desire 
to explore the limits of the unknown, we continue to live and work 
in the shadow of the thermonuclear question mark. 
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